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FOREWORD 



^rD|§ are a^oriUb^^^ 
Jng b^y d^»cllbl^^^ 
a complex sp^ 

^?ut if ievolution is^i^ f act^^ so is^ri^^ 

^eryation;Xlianges 
claim^ or a^ 

^opportuni^tQ^nn comp&i^ 
IPfl^ngugge^ lyj^eacHtng^^ 

fol to^e^three^au^ Jead«« x3f their 

- pn)fession,^h6: shbW^itot^Snly a^^ra^ 

an understanding Cjpmmitm^ 

letfto itV ^ :S r^/y^y^^r^\l^ 

i^No^ther 

doii than Eriglish.^ft^^^^ 
j)f^ye^year^to ^kr Ih^len^ 

pf^l^ish reodyc iip^ 
^^ffort^hat this discuss 

theT^scopeiof EhgUsh but not to any natural sejparations in th^^^^ 

ject. As the autte 

^tudy^ai^^in^^ 

p^rvadwTjdl^tl^ ^E^ncil/^l^eache^ 
pleased to commend all tteee; books to parents interested 1^^^^^ 
ptograms desired for their children^randi to others who seelc a clear 
and accurate picture of the present and ^ 

teaching ofEnglishT ^;^^^ ^ ? ^ ^ ^ - 

.1 J^SSOCIATE EXECUTIVE SE^^^^ 
: NATIONAL COUNCiL OP TEACHERS OF ENGLISfi 
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Is writing jmportanttcfyoui^hOd?^^ " ^o^^ V 

recommends thi^^^ in English ^classls SOrper }c^^^ be given 

rito the^eaching of oompbsitiofni ^ /^^^ v> 
- ^The^National Ass6c|ati 
/ opts bulletins e 

sion n^ust^be made to^^ 

'continuously/'^- - :0 _ /^-^ ^^^^^^^ ; : 

Board has itated :r -GoSipositjon - should r.be inejther infrequent nor 
incidental^It should be 
jmately^ connected withTother^parts of Jthat^brk?^ ^ /^- ^^^ r-- 
_ Eye h if. you as a parent ha vj;_ rip strong persona] eel ihgs in the^^ 
niatter,\these recommendations would seem to be x)verwhelmin 
dence that writing w^^^^ 

told this factrFrpm their own iexperiences i^ 
fessional life,,they kriow ^vell e 
put down thpii^thpughts^iii^l^ 

tirely unjderstandable that many parents ask themselves urieasily/ 
"What can J.do^^^^^ 

writing?^ Or that some parents, di^^^^^^ 

selves see or at the schobrs report on theirv^hildreri's wi are 
undecided whether to ask, **What is wrong with my child?" or **What 
is wrorig^ith the school?" ^> ^ v V - , 

r This bookrdoes not pretend to give /Xce'^answers to these diffi- 
ailt questions. What it does attempt is to acquaint 70U, as an inter- 
ested parent, with the nature of the writing act, with the methods 
used generally^in schools to develop your child's writing ability, and 
finally to suggest some^:praicUcal"ways^^^^ as a parent can 

help both your child and the school in their common endw^ 

_ j] RwhafdCorbin 
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tp anolherV^hTO^ 
time^^l^ andjp 
^ ^he lat^ pinna^ 

vital statw^^ 
^sta^oranjstj^^ 
^[xasfe 

inadtequate^^parag^ 
^ting^are^many ajid^ttt 
shoujd^leam whatn^^ 
tojvnte fe^^^^ 
ffije junior hrgh^hwU:^^^ 
spell, ^Avritt inccSn^ 

home^assignmen t in .^ey^^^ 

V Wnting^is not fie^simplesKofihimm 

trayel^a long^ long 1^ 

encwpf usmg his tea^^ 

or^opyihgj^at^has^3>^nhp^ 

him, befprc fe^^ 

and wen-orgamized pa^^^ 

meet multiple demands in the way of^oU^ 

nizing information, chopsing?:suitable >^^ sentences 

that are clear tojany prospective readery and^it is ho]^d,^at; the same 

time being reasonablyicprrw 

and jnanuscriptform:^ V^i:^ ^ . ^ = ^ " " \- 

To:inustrat(>-~yojf-^^ 
old :brought;tK)5ie fro^^^^ 

at two. Please cpme, Ijdvc, Jimmy?'^:J^^ hisT Still 
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2 The Teaching of^ Writing in Ou/ Schools, 

uncertain manuscript ^yriting a real message that he and his class- 
mates liad discussed and whose wording they had decided upon uhder 
the teacher's guidance. Jimmy was learning the magic of pencil-on- 
paper in conveying ideas to persons not present at the time of writing. 
He had written with purpose. Or^ recall your pride when fifst-grader 
Vivian brought home her colorful drawing of the many-rayed sun 
shining m a flq^^^^ 
^int^-by7h(er^£S(^ 

the/jaowers^'VTO 
iM^eilheless/rea^^ 

;ypu Shared hex^^ pE 
J^in^turitjfin 1^ 
mate^uri^^(^ 
?tte;imaginatii^^to^ 

jle^son f 01^ t he ^eayes!^ in^t he^an,ioL^^^ 

he sent ypu to^hej.encyclppe^^^ science textbook; tb\ 

help^Jiimlfind: puf th^^^ 

jof the repbrtV^e% 

, L "r^^ green ^jeaves ^turn b yellow. They 'j 

: change color becau&e a kin^ cbrk: grows 

: "stems.r 'nien the s ^ 
_ cblcr. Afe a wh v i^; y^ :^^ J 

^hen^rouycn^ 
into writihgV tte 
hisffirstV^s^^ 
feai^ for him---orfo^ 

When your child he was already a competent if some- : 

times erratic listener, well abf^ the things told 

hjm into adion.o^He^could already spe.^k well enough to ma^^^ 
ypffhis nee^^^^ 

upon you , his classmates, or ahy other piepple vwt h whom he hap- 
pened tabcTassp^ ^ - ^y : __ 

Fyrthenno^^^^^^ is 
spmething you5may neverVha^^^^^ 
demonstrating in a most convincing fas^^^ 
stck)d the "fundamentals" of inglish^^^ 
patterns and most of the;0ram 
peopfe use in passirig th^^^^^ 
another. For thi^^ you^^^^^ his parents^^^^ 
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learned these essential matters mainly by imitating you, though you 
may not have fully realized at the time what was taking place. 

If you provided your child with alphabet blocks, picture books, 
and other simple language materials suitable tb his age, it is even 
possible that your child camei^p s^^^ 

of reading. Of course^ the extent of this reading was prdbably re« 
striptcd to Ttb^ 

r^adi^g^^ 

bply"^®^^^^^^^^^^ 

v^of SjftotSe^yvn^ V 

VKThe 

^ A^n^he^SncK^ 
:^dme extent,^r^ 
a^s-f^he^eaK^^ 

aMicia^ toot^^perip 

tfianSa^relativelj^pa^h^ 
^ ;ycnlng^chi^^ < 

Jted^ysical?S|byi^ ^to^ 

gain skill in ma^ 

grade they do k^^^ 

prihting— bisc^^ 

of^hisjtype pfewriting m 

tion, and rchilj^^^ 

(Juitcjcasily copy the-^^^^ 

^c^neoricf: such^as^ theu^^ timeiyour ch lin " 

tfiirii or fourth grade, h^prcteaft^ 

form/Sf^handvm himJ^ yeh^bsfbre 

this time, he iffay^ hayc: acquir^ tfe 

o>yh quite creditibl^^^ had learned 

^to use^^^ / j^ ryiy^^^riT^ l^ -^^^^ r^v^v^ 

VlX^" shodd 
dictates tovtheaeach^r^^^^ 
haps at the same ti^ 
Jhisjdeas to^ se(C^ 
copy th0 teacher-^^^^^^ 
of a grpup: diacussirigi^m 
other common experience^^^^^ 
on the subject >W 
the children; read thrbugh^^^ 

guidance: to check on;:^ If ijt is an 




^ The Teaching of Writing in Our Schools 

important plMi or story of experiences, the teacH<£;r probably copies 
it on chart paper for future reference. She is making a so-called 
"reading chart " At any rate, your child is experiencing a necessary 
initial stage in learning to write down his ideas; at the same time, he 
is gaining in ability to read* ^ 
The Infants Schools in iihgland i*nd certain schools in 

^Sjatw: have; b^^ experimenting yyiUh a £-1an^age-experien<»" cur-^^^^ 

^ iricuLum i^ Avhi 

.^pw jthelSanizlW 

;^eU and^aslj^ as^y ^Si ^descriSe^^ 

by pupils illpstrate!!^^ 
^^cpuii^r^auigua^ 

^reaiiwz wntJiijg^anite 
: efforts o^^ 

experience f plfows^a Tcomnipm di^ussion ^peri(kl: wh^^^ - 

^ "ni^ejhod the ^^^^ 
/ Ti of succe^ are hi^^ 
words o^^^^^ 

Another group wprks^w^^ 
:: during the^^^^^^ 

s their tho^^gh^ on: paper a^^^ about spelling, ;neat-^^^^^^ 

: ^^^^s,vor^ coirMt^^^^ phrases = 

zi v from the preceding djscj^^^^^ 

p npw^supplies heedediwbfds (^^^ 
r ^^^PW^r^or additional^^^^ 

^ published dictionariw pr one^ 
f- reference^respurces^^ : <^ 

M have ima^*na^:playinates and 

i experiences. To make up stories seems td^^^ 
well as an infectious one and Jhey bring this 

they ent^ schoKol. Some children have d^^ telling and writing : 

. stories because they have not had these vpre^^^ 
^ experiences:^ .Tr ^; : % : V ^^^ ^ H ~- ^ ^ V <^^: : 
7 ^^^^^^ 

with proof reading, ?and with selecting, eliminating and arranging 

wpf ds. However, the firet efforts are usually hot well dphe and 
: V^Phtain misspelled^^^^ 

tuation and capitalization: The first stPri« a^^^ 
; the child reads his stoiy to the teache^^^ } 

and endings. P? then adds: his own periods, question marks, and 
: capitals;:. . X z > :) 

; Children Wjjie, South Bay Urion School District, Im^rial Be^^^ 
iprnia. Used by permission of the San Diego County Dcpm tmcnt of Education 
and South Bay Union Sdiobl District, Robert Burrcss, 8up«riritcn4crit. 
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A fim-grader wrote the following uncdrr^^^ story at the left. 
The corrected version at the right is a transcription of her oral reading 
of the stoiy she had just written. Note that the general patterns of 
the sentences in the two versions are almost identical, but that Gail 
lacked the technical skill to show the sentences as she sdd them. She 
had much yet to learn, but Gail was already well on the road to com- 
petency meriting. ; \: ~i / \ \ 



i as origiriaUy Written by G 

1 There was -a Junny lorigj^lad^^^ 
who wanted/^ t^^^ b^ -short she 
V ?scked all: ow 

can^ get to -bee Vbort ^ Tfieni^ne - 
^day she ascked^a^ 
then Lulluli had vto:^^ 
she^sald I no go 1^ 
and^-ydu will- fid^ 

She wet to the wish^^^^ 
she got her^ish. And 



(as readAby^Ga^ 

A^;/i^byjheL teacher^ siKi 

There was^^^^^^^ long jady , 
who; wanted; I to be ' short. A^he 

masked- alK^pverv^^ 

^could gS^ ^ V ; 

> > Therv one day shevasked a girli 
narhed Lulu^rLuI^ haduo think, 
th^n she Md^ -T know. Qo to^^^ 
wooas iaind. you will fi 
wish water:-' vTr^^V v ^ ;^ r 
1 : :She iwentH to tf^^^ water 
and she got her wish; She shrunk. 



A child begins talking^^t ariiearlyiage, generally with the sound da 
or some close apprdximati^^ aridAprogresses by the time he en^^^^ 
schoNoltbJh^Tpoint^whe^^^ sophisticated-bbserva- : 

tipn as>^*Granddaddy has lots of money; Ihas^^^^^^ 
IJaddy havevlpts ;o(jmoiJ^ ^ - A >^ VV^ , ^ ^ 

1 Aljtough^rffljh 

difficulty in reco^izing its refere^ 
excitement, and especiaiy with th 
ambitipusly^tp;work to e 

adult vocabulary of As^uch fo 

Fortunately,vmbst parenVs^^^^^^ 

hours in the day tpiwash the^diapers, m 

and also serve as fuU^^^ tolbse in- 

terest in their child's-linj^ 

life interfere, ;so:^t^ their 
abiUtyvto talk inteUigiWy^pretty mucb :t - > 

As. the chUd prpgresse^^ more; 
sophisticated utteranceV such ; as the one about granddad, it is usually 
not because he has been taught to say the la^^ but because he is^ 
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growing and gaining greater control of his voci apparatus and 
because he has heard certain words often enough that he caii manage 
to imitate their sounds deliberately and meaningfully. 
L So, in the four or fiye years that follow the initial experience with 
da, the child literally teaches himself to speak by listening and by 
associating the sounds he heant with the experiences they accompany. 
By imitating not only the souhds^but the p^uliar arrangement of 
these/souhds iriv^^^^^ 
to the^^prld^a^ 

ygH?8C withja consideraW ^^ 7 : 

-J I^ammg^^ 

comes afeut iniquiteya difl^^^^ 

children^Mage o bwn,^cau^^fieyiha^^^ abnom^l>^strong 
curi5sity;jor drive,; to^^p soifie :x|fethe ygraphicr 

:^ymbol§ that w^e^^^^ 
to amve at school 0^^ 

ignofant^of ^at^g^ Ihdeed^tfiencentral^ 
school, yttojugh^it.never^n 
ability toyexpre>s $^^^ 

writings^pf othere and: to pug his thoughts and if eelingVVinto Aratin| f 
pf^s own. ^ \ /y / ^ 1 ^ - : : 

A cWld leanis/ 
gibber or a crow, to caw,^ 

child can csuiy the prbc^^ achieved by;^his:foite^^ 

andyfeattered friends; ylnVconV^^ 

activlfy.V The n^^^^ a pencil or pen is^easy enough; f but f 

the necessity of d^^^^ >^th yisual sjmibpls in writing caUs£f or sld^ 
that is lejunned with 
sessed dnly by to 

writing— jmd:maji had to invent the s^tem pf s^b^is that he! uses 
to do it. Witness the fact that: gibbons^o not write rnpvels^ nor do 
crows write letters^ to other crows! r ^ ^ 7 ^ : ~ 
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DOING ^HAT IX)ES NOT COME NiVnJRAIXY^ 7^ 

Your child must leani consciously to write. 
that he must be: deliberately taught to writer Imitation > : which had 
such ah impprtmit role: in:W a minor- 

part \u the process^pf leJUTttlng tory^ 

the preliminary stage of leamingrta^ the letters of the alphabet, 
which is handwriting but: npt rcpn^m 
"pick up" a considerable, voca^^^ 

observation of their verbal environment. : -i: 7 
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WHY TEACH WRITING? V 7 

Like most other acquired skills, learning to put their thoughts down 
on paper is easier for some children than for others. Sensitivity to 
words, acute, vilual memory, unusual powers of observation, strong 
social or esthetic drives, higher verbal intelligenc^it is not clear 
what combinations of these and other traits in the child detenhine 
whether he will grow up to become the next Robert Frost, an un- 
known illiterate, or like most of us, something in-between— people 
jablelio^ywrite^ 

,^aftere >ttet^^^^^^ 

^rely:c6mfoftable ab^ 

iew ch^ 
fpr^ the master ke^ 

teacher/zTThough of us parente to write^and like to: 

consider ouKelves in somte degree teachers, fe 
exactly the step^^^^ 
trained teachefSil not 

7l(^d\his;piipas;;^he^ ^e^h^ethods mostLlikelj^ 

sucxwd; fact-that he has 

pbs^rvf^ 

write as weU^asJ^tCLspe^ i^v I ^ tj(e i:?^^^^^ 

r More impoitHi tha^^ 
the tralnta teachers 3r^^^^ 

to write. Trae^ :spohtadebu>> enthusiasm as 

they^eU jheii^^^toiies jmd s^^^^ 

board or on paiper as {dictation. Many of these 

children continue to take pleasu^^^^^^^ 

ings when the - teacher ho^lpnger serves Jspecially; if 

each child is'pennitted toi^te mform 
to )vhich :he clo^^^^ 

or verse writing, ^hen children 3vri same 

time, arevsuccessfully learnt sWUsvfdr writing }do 

their increasingl^^^^ 

willin^y, evenV eagerlyx Eiith^^ 

whenever theirr^v^ 

unrelated to their real interest. Oriy ski^^ teaching caa generate 
ill older^disenchanted childiencpride in^ 
pereonal satisfaction in^^wrifl^^^ 
as "the Article^ of Confedera^^ 

ChUcfren unfortunate enough not to have we^^^^ 
En^kh, mth^^few exceptions, to it 
seems- ah ai^^^ them and the magic w^^ 

**grMuation."By^;a^^ 
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of writing "to get by.'' They seldom have their eyes opened to the 
satisfaction or the even more substantial value that putting down- 
one's thoughts and feelings on paper, exactly and vividly, offers the 
educated mind. J ^ 

In our emphasis upon the importance of good teaching, however, 
w^ must not forget ah easily discernible fact— whatever their advanr 
tages, not all people are, or can be, equdly good writers. If this 
wbre;npt^p,yweVwould;a^^ Sfiakespeares:^ome5tusV 
writere^caiu^^^^ 

are not gc^^ simply; because we lac^^^ abili^ though w^^^^ 

mayhaVjtmade^^^^^^ 

r^^Aiid jourz^h^ 

of3^piituderJE6f^ 

l<«(lp out ofrthe^w 

and! why they^^ d^^ 

^fquoted vei*)^i^ XlTie^^^ ) 

The first three^^ 

had been taughtrto-read^^^^^^^ 

mental b^isf in^^m 

to makf a record:^ 

iHBginmng writers. JIc A^^ ^ 

In bctpber we h 
Roads were flooded. Some trew 

Anqtiier six-year^bld tri in more 

-flueht style^^^/^ - V v ^ ^ 

On Saturday L^ent to Whipsnade^^ and I saw a baby wolf , it ^ 
^ >yasjcnppled.vThen J \\^t to isee t^^^ 

We wem to r»& Then \we went 

to see the l^ars and it wa 

Note her difficulty in punctuad 

caused her n6 trouble in saying them orally. While she was thinking 
sequentially,,she recounted one: d^ after another 1^^^^^ 
to connect sonie>yhat unrelated^^^^^^^^^ 
sentence, as after "wolf ' and "flamingw^ 

likely write: **wolf which was crippled" or "we' went to see^^^^^^^^ pink 



;oes.'0 

I^te in the schppryear still another pupil^i^ 
a report on Motth^^ gained. He wrote with considerable 

clarity, seiectcd ideas well, had lexical sequehce^^ 
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trouble in beginning sentences differently and with punctuating the 
list of animals' names. He wrote: 



The herdsmen lived in this country after the cavemen thousands 
.ot years ago. They came, over the sea. Th(^ caught wild animals 
and made them tame, cows goats pigs and sheep. They lived on 
the hills. The grass was good for the- animals. They made funny 
houses with a tree truhlc in the middle and branches for a roof. They 
found odt fhow: to make pptsj from clay and theyj^^^ f rom r ^ 
^^flints^ich they dug ^ 

Eyenp^ieiry, ge^ 
expressiohj ^is^nqt^b^^ writers, jespra 

they haye hadr a great^^^^^ 
their teachers. FroifiAatte^^ 
great deal about such essen]^ 

of exF*essidn^^ ^ ^vfv^ l^^^ 

TT}e foM 

in the San Diego, Califorrii nicely^ the prch 

gression in thinkirig;^^^^ 
typically be exp^^ 

kept in mnd that these: p were^^selected as 'Uhe ^^^^^ which 

means^that most stud^^^^ 

words are driginal with the child; in^^ 

helpSi inrmaking^eyisioiisO?^: :V :^ 



Cows^e^big^^;: 
^-^ows are^fat^ ' 
Cows give mijk^ / v- ^ 
And things like that. 

1 (lrade}l \ 

A treeiis big;/ 

A tree is small. 
A treeris a seed : 
:rtat :h grown/tall. ' 



When there is fog \ 
There is npthing:but you. 
Nothing but a circle of :land 
And you. 

. Grade 3 



^ Creative Writing, San Diego City Schbols^Sah biegbrCaliforma.^Used b 
permission 6f the San Diego City Schools. : : v ^ 
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The woods are dry, the hills are brown. 
The thunder cracks, the rain comes down. 
I don/t mind that I can't play 
Because we need the rain today, r 

The rain will turn the brown hills green. 
The desert flowers, so long unseen, 
W\\\ blossom this spring; and in the wood 
Talhferns wiH ^aye whe^^ 



-4. 
-J 



^ ^ : V ^Nature^hasjppened he^ ; \ 

- ^ : ^ -rToIetnis^yehture inside^^^ 

z ^ ' : ^ ^^^he riioifirtaihs fi^^ 7 7 ^ 

:^ \ T^i^nd^where^jhe v^^ ^ ; 7 : 7: 

; r^^ V T^^^ _ -- 

: ; - : :Sweet lil^sMdibutterc^ 7 
^ vV V ;Qn fieldMvitlra carp^t^fgbld / 

The individuality p^^^^^^ 
and inkny of the desir^^^^^ 
to; be found also in the prose \m 
these excjerpte frpm^the^ w^^ 

Po you think this fii^^^^ some Kipling storie^^^ 



Once upon a time a^iraffe/had a short necl^One day herhappened; 
to swalloiw a jack from a carr He began_^^^^^^ Every time he 

did, his: neck gdt longer and longer/ That is why the^giraffe^ha^^ a 
Ipng neck. : 1 V 7 z^^Vv ^j^^^^^ : ^ :^ -: 



A sccond-j 
she wrote : 



may have enjoyed Thurber's ife^^^^ Moo/w before 



I looked, up at the sky. There was no^ m^ the 
ground and I saw a fairy. He took.a gold piece, and w 
he turned it into a big gold :modn. ^ V . - 



Comparable to color blirfness and tone-deaf ness, a certmn rium- 
ber of children (though forft have neither a Teelihf 

for nor success with written langjage. M^^ unfortunate 
children are also handicapped readers. Take/ for exampte 
page of a nine-page report s^ubmitted/b a sixteen-ye^-old, non- 
aMCademic high schTO^^^ 

The reader may find it difficult to believe, but npt a word Or a 
of this sixteen-year-old bdy> composition ^^h been altered. ^ 



4 



WHY TEACH WRITING? 



11 



-4--- 



3J I 

1- ^ 

- ^ ? 

- V 



Pigeons 

My S.A. is about Pigeons and how They live « 

IS are a very good hibe they are not expenses and they are 
very frenly birds, they are all kinds of pigeons but I got only homing 
birds, I have them because there the most interesting birds of all, 
there are all name for homming birds to such as grizzel, blue bar, 
red, black, white, bluecheck, spjash,^ and many other's Homming 
1 Pjgons are: good birds they^^^^^^^^ 

waf but now they have bjstter^^^ V V ! 

■ ThiB way a pigbensim^^^ be ^aces around 

the remailLtheymail bir^ 

hani-After the cpcic and hen a eggsV2 df-them 

after they have been sittin^g on them^f^^^^ 
baby^are a cock and han,-when they^ar^ 
yplldw hairs, and- after two weeks Vt^^^ 
weeks .more they^start^ 

by the timef there ^are;2 month's dd you t^^^ ;put for a : fly . 
almost 1 mile away then you^wate a couple^oL weeks in 
5 miles than taker thern 15, 20,^ 25, all the way 40 ^500 rhiles^^but 
chances arfyoy^in^pse^ 

Freeding homming pigeons are diffent^froni .athervbirdsVsb you 
get to: takb better care-o^^^^^ 

^ each day and feedahem 2^tim^^^ 

hold earn, will don't know all WhaHhey eat but you have to feed- 
them greate have it in^a fe^^ thim dejust 

there ifocHd and its good to h a ve cool in ^the cope small ^pieces^of it 

^ keeps^hemT fironi getting^ick; 

A reader^who bothers to Tmine b^ 
tirelyr unreasbnable) phonetic spelKngs : and th^^^^^ 
solecisms of this;;cbniposition will^^^ 

about pigeons^ and: evenj a kind rofxelo(juence that= could grow^only^^ 
out of a deep interest in and knowle^^ 

the school and the teacher to Wame for t^^ the 
boy had had private tutors eyer^ likely /that he 

would have written no better. His^^p^ 

his babitual inispronunciations Lof tK^^ words^ Hisfgrammatie^ errors 
are the same that marked hil speech/ Yet today of this 

compoisition is a respected citizen^ a father^^^^ 

in his cqmniunity. Should he have been forced out of school on the 
bsusis of his inabilities? Where in his:immaturity_ would he have turned 
in our demanding society? Today; of course, we would re him 
for what he js--and/ actually was fifteen years ago-^a disadvantaged 
student* Wfiether or; not this dia^gnpsis , at an early age would have 
helped him attain control of standard written English is a matter 
of conjecture. ^ 
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For contrast, read this introduction to an unassigned essay (that is, 
an "extra" noncredit composition) , written by a fourteen-year-old 
tenth-grade girl in a school forg^fted students. 



Gallows Humor 

Last night the four of us were seated around the dining-table with 
the dregs and pieces of our supper, and since the food was eaten we 
began to talk; i -^^ ^ ^ ^ ; , - 

V Moiher is /the only one in=our family who rcan tell s^^^ 
J)ad insists \upon weighting hU uppn idrb]^j^M.g^like^^^ 

irttQ :our niidst h remain doggedly\ 

^^l^j^^^^^^^^^ it up ano\^S)uricing it,-^ 

it escapcs tq^^^ comer to die.f^n^^ ^ 

^^^"tJ^j">i^ol^ tha 

> o^jn spwial y^^^ 

tastefand rtalent,\andran unbea ' 
_Muiti is the^^^ 

and hei: yQi(^e;is pleas^ mid-eastern^stiII,^^soM^ _ 

^ deHer might possibly: be a zwarm fire, and the whirring lOf the a 
,^cpndhibrw5i^might ber^ 

went UoJ;c«hmann!^ today,V7she^st 
Fm: SO: proud of /fltting^ihto; a size;VtenVnow Sha t {I thought deserved : 
it.rReally, with the money jT^^^ : 
exquisite \things there. I tri^^ on: some :Norman Nbrell suits, :and 
—you should have seen m^^^^ 

iA/c^ffl,^^ jny hair hanging in- delightfully nylphlike . strands— ^ 
suppose not, some, people turned around and looked at::me while 
J was^trying^nelpt^ i : \ 

yr haye/iq explai 
- r don't know what you could call! it. except^that the^ o^^ 
beaiuif uhclpthes for very little, and can aflfordrYp sell them for ap- 
proximately half :of what other stores charge. Possibly the store itself 
isn't splashing fountains^ and ^private rooms, but it's utilitarian. It 
keeps your mind on what you came for. f: : > 

There can be no ar^ment over thcr fact that diverscVcconpmic, 
social, and cultural backgrounds accpunt in = some degree for the 
contrasting ability-bf these; t^^ 

in writing (or in spoken Englisli, for that^matter). Yet no one could 

f easonably theorize, either, that by exchanging their-natural writing 

abilities, with more advantages, the less prdficient b^^ 

become; at least a literate writer; zmd with fewer,: the girl :^^ 

have learned to express her thoughts and feeHn^^^^ 

. The point of this^^^ comparison is not to suggest that ibme chfldreu 

should and others shpuld npt be given the^:oppqrtu^^^^^ 

best of their ability. It does suggest that the teacher is fSed with 

the practical f)roblem of apportioning his time and energy fairiy 
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among his students according to their needs and abilities — not to 
mention the needs of our society. The problem in some cases goes 
beyond even the reach of a Solomon's wisdom. At times, indeed, the 
schobl curiously resembles an army in its ability to misgauge and 
misdirect the human potential. 

GETTING THEM TO WRITE 

Most children accept w^^ 
exciting adventure. T 

their ifamily life/ their dayVtq^^^ experiences whetherVat home or 
at school. As they gfov;^^^^^^ a^dvance in school, the novelty 

majt^ear off;?but re^^^ and will 

continue— whenever Ehonestcommun^^ 

involved. If a child has mana^^^^ cxplana- 

tion that his associates have been^ 

experience to tell: about, If^he fias^'dreamed i^^ 

or devised sqme^clever ye^^^^ 

to write^and to share:^^ 

may becdine a chore if a^classlis handed a topic oh whicK^^^^ 
to write in routine fashion or if the teacher is more coh^^^ 
tech nicaUaccuracy than w 

Instead of teachers who are^^ympathetic audiences f^^^ 
they have tp say of write, whb always haye a kindly arfd encourag- 
ing word for them, these older children find^t^ more arid 
more cpnceSied with restrictive ad 

and *^pass or fail:" Inj subjects o her than jEnglish^ such as history 
or science, they areifrequently ^ assigned ov longireports to write 
on topics that hayeinot been niade meaningful to them^ not 
even sure thafcthese papers are read (riiariy of ^t are 
not) , and in riiany cases they come to the riot always refutable con- 
clusion that the teacher rewards "bulk'^ rather thani^gdod writing" 
with higher grades. This conclusion iri turn encourages them to resort 
to textbook jparroting arid even outrighlrplagiarism/: 

Some colleges that prepare teachers are already w^ to solve 
the problem of their students' deterioration in writing skill after they 
have completed their college course in freshman English. For in- 
stance. Central Gonriecticut State Gollege in New Britain makes 
three checks on its students' proficiency in language: (1) at college 
entrance; (2) at time of admission to the teacher education program; 
and (3) prior to registration for student teaching. ^ the University 
of Kansas arid at Duke University, seniors take required examinations 
to determine their competence in using English;:those failing to use 
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Standard English well must do reiriedial work. At least one state has 
legislation that requires that a prospective teacher be competent in 
written composition; Title 5 of the California Administrative C&e 
and Education Code specifies that an applicant for the standard teach- 
ing credential with a specialization in elementary teaching must 
demonstrate competency in composition in one of two ways: (1) 
successfully passing a course in comF^sition, or (2) passing a special 
examination 

cdurseinrc^ :i T^i^: 

The t^acKer of E^^^^^ in teaching 

his pupils composition; but ir^^^^^^ 
against itv He w^^^^ 

^y pctures^oNibw^^'eas]^'^ writingVis not easy; it 

is ;wbrk, and f(^^^^^ 
set up di&cnissibns and pr^^ 
acxept the wri^ng:invb^^^ 

When they^^ can !>e meaiiingfd 

^rsbriaUy satisfying, the^ 
students^ attitudes to^yard A^^ 
this J)rief di^^^^ 

trained te^hers^v V - v _ = 

This last obs^^^ perceptive readers thatj OVer- 

shadpwlng airbthef^fa^ 
MdHydepend mai^^^^^^ 
^^c?m they write^And th^ 
book: It isn't^^news tha^^^ 
beings with different interests^i^^^ 
nature of things, it^^^^ 

a special talent for the forte of ; some is 

the abstract- language bf mathematics,^a^^^^ 

the most vitaL of all subjects problems jn motivating 

writing would be solved if all teach^^^^ 

capable of teaching good compbsiti^ of^their subject 

fields. But this is a dfea^^^ 

for teaching in the various content areas have taken the special 
courses required of them, few have an opportunity to squeeze into 
their programs even elementary courses in actual composition or 
e^^n the teaching of compositlo this is at present a 

factofSife^ ^^^^^^ VV > 

We do baye a light to expect, however, that any te^^ 
licensed to teach English, either as a mirior or a major ijubject, should ■ 
be able to interest childrea in writing jmd to show them howVto write 
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better. Like everyone else, English teachers have their particular 
interests— some take most of their training in literature, others in 
speech, still others in com^)osition. Whatever his special concern, 
each teacher of English has a responsibility not to neglect the teach- 
ing of writing. To that end, this book is directed at teachers of Eng-\ 
lish (which include teachers at the elementary and at the secondary 
level) as well as parents. ^ ^ \ :_ / 

::;But: let- s keep f the i^^^ 

your child-s teacher isv mpre likely, to produce^ a resentful - human 

beihgjhah a beftef^ 

insuF^rable x)dds, w^^^^ 

poorly trafned teachie^^ 

the National C^iuw 

renort. The- Ndti^^^ 

recenQy^he inadequacies of tra 

stateme^^^^^ have been ppwetfully underlined byV James Bf; ,epnant in 
his comprehensive report, -T^ 

publfihed^n i^3; f^^^-;^"^^ V V ^^ ^ VV 
a^thoroughgoin^ romanticist can belie^^^^ 
' schcHol system is poss^^^^^ 
vAmerican public schools is cert^^^ 
sj^stem should be pr-evS 
other ihand, only an embittered cynic ^^^^ 
cannot be improvecl. In Ifetwee^^ 
of us, mainly theip^^riisr^^^ 
schooIr interesVed primajily in pur 
about the larger proWem^ 

thcJoverall pidure of education, good:wri|ing:is basic but only a part. 
If it is basic, however, then it^dem^^^^ 
mon understanding of the^ 

tive thinking and action on:the part of parents,^^^ admiriistrators, 
college teachers, cnUcs,; a/^ 

able to train our children to write^^w^ skitf^demanded by our 
incredibly compHcated and cpnstantlyy c^ mode of liife. 

Should your child be taugM able? 
On what grounds can a parent or a teacher even askL 
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A recent magazine 

each otter witH- expressions th^^^^ mixed 
with vexation/^^^^^ 

-^ow thaf weVe learned to com^^ 

about?'?; ^ ^ W ;^ ; : • 

Though we don't and never will know how jman discovered laii- 
guage arid its use 

prpbably not b> far in suspecting ^some^^ t^^^^ 

irony in this caytoonist'sithe^ 

ehces with language; Jt seegi^^^^^ sensible; to as^^^^ 

some stage in^fiis develops man had something to say^ and ari^ 

irresistible urge^fo say it— ^ 

system^ thatVwOTk^dLilt;^ 

gestures and signals fo^^^^ 

greater efficiaiqr o^^^^ 

(more likely,:feelings) thi^^S^^ 

cpmpletely and utterly^simple comp^^ 

pressions of mpdem^man , >yen oSthpSjeJ>%o: st^^ aippn theft 

biowguns in Amazoniar 
empathize with :a child a; me^^^ 

he possibly understand the mentd processes^^^^^ ten-thousand-year- 
old ancestor! Still, after all;thistime,^^w^^ 

way of communicating with our fellow beings than by talking. ^ 
Though the exchange of ideas through use of sounds is amaz-, 
ingly effective, it has some drawbacks; I^^ only 
if the speakerand the listener are in agreement :as to what the sounds 
stand for. If the speaker uses only sounds that are fecognized in 
Washington and the listener knows only sounds that are understood 
in Moscow, flic communication line---revcn a ^*hot line'-— -is dead. 
People who speak the same languagerhoweVer, are as a rule in agree- 
ment about most of the spunds used and the ideas ^ t^^ stand Vfor. 
Thus, at the lunch counter, when you turn to your English-speaking 
neighbor and make the sounds If owW you pass me the salt, please, 
16- : . _ 
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you are rather confident that he wHl not instead pour catsup on your 
head. _ \ ^ , , 

Because most of us spend diir lives among people who "speak our 
language/^ we are not oftea conccnied about Russian^ French, or 
Chinese sounds.;That is, Nve are not seemingly affected in our per- 
sonal affairs. As the world grows smaller, tbdugh, and its interests 
and affmrs become more intricatel^^ intewoven, 3^e^are dutifully, if 
sohiewhat less thah^liolehea^^^^^ 

temsr of /speech sounds other th^^ And we make, this con- ; 

cession even when/^W€^ 

are making^with^hdr Englishl^ \5^^/ _ / ^ , /y 

V ;5esi^^^ probfem^ of exchanging -iBeas; with felloW^^ who 
don't knowiAe- Ian 
flawlin their^uriique discover^^^^^ 
wqrked^ell enough 
tfie same time and within earshot^^b^^ 
partly solved in ou|: Ume,;of course, by Smeahs^^^^^^^^^^ 
telepbone, tape ;r<xorder,Vrad 
had ho such handyjinstniments^^ 
?When they bega^h^^^^t^^^^^^^ 

speak to the unborn^ <heir 

cbusins three /mpuntaimyalte^^ 

grap^^^ 

successes ^ (we are' theorizihg^^^ 
and/colored s^^^^ 

ingenious of all human ih^^ sihci lpeech— -a >vr/«^ 
MVriting not/JpcJ^ 
but it flso made i^ssible^^ 
could receive, directly anS yned 

daily^lot from ancestors dead,^ /Or imen^ho 

felt a sense of: responsibility for the futurejof thcir^kind could advise 
their children's chil^^^ 

cbndud their lives. In the long run, as it turhed,out,;this new ability^ 
to accumulate and store ;infonnation;M^ 
It along to future generations^(^ 

greatest value of aU.:\^v i V 

We have, in effect, two Izmguages-^ 
But writinY itself apparently /b^^ 

different ways. In the East, let us use GWna as our exa^^ writing 

took ttie form; of drawing the objects referred t^^ 

a Uce, ai bird, and so on.^^^^ 

tirely literal. But with ex^ncricc, Qiinese writere^^^^ 
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their increasingly conventionalized pictures in order to suggest more 
complex ideas. For example, by combining pictures of a human being, 
a skirt, and a broom, they could "y/ni^* housewife. One cannot read 
ancient Chinese literature and not be impressed by the ability of the 
writers to suggest profound: and abstract ideas within the limits of 
a purely pictorial language/ The fact that the Chinese haVe a repu- 
tation for being realists, at least in their perceptidn of the; se^^^ 
]^rid, cah,^W!^if^ 
ing5tl^ Avi^^tp pklii^^ 
ejre^ oh the pl^ 

if ^e >vMted Jo purlysS^ writing,Jie:had to?iS^^ 

a wSy;to sugges^ithcm thrbug , : / 

^ ^the^ongfrun,:^^^ h^e^di^backs.^In 
^rjd iriore^ingly^c^ 
use of picture language has 

in such a^stem^tlw^ all^tween the s^oken^ and 

the^ritten lahguage.;TM^^ 

have no trouble com^ 

mightlfind it almost impdssiW^ 

Ittjfey aie uneducate^^Ohat^i^ 

cbinmum^^ 

What is/tnie orehinesefis^tnie^^ othCT:"pidtur|^lan|uager^ 
^ far/ihwe e^^ 
c^r^our£0^ rwas%^ 

Plwe^aahs^aiid tlw the pictwe langu^ 

system of symbols, :Sbunds in the spoken 

language: This s^^^ t^ame the/alphabet used, with 

tfons, by>al|^{the^m<^^ lan^aj^sjof ^he \^^s^ 

lish, to take a specific xtx^^ 

symbols that stand for mbre t^^ speech sounds (the letter a, 

for instance, stancis for at^^^^^^ sounds, as ih 

b^^te, Kit,/pfl^^^ 
and then intb sentences, wc; 

of our ide;^ with considerable efficienqr. ; j 

But no language is perfect. The Chinese student has to spend many\ 
years, we are told, to learn enpu^ picfographs to read with under- 
standing even a simple news story. Learning to write Chinese is an 
even lengthier prwess. Because the sounds he makes in speech are 
entirely unrelated to the pictures he draws, the Chinese student has 
no ••phonetic" problems to deal with. In pur sense, for example, 
there is no such thing as a bad Chinese speller. An English student. 



OUR TWO LANGUAGES 



19 



on the other hand, masters a relatively extensive written vocabulary 
at an early age/ but all of his life he is plagued by our "accidental" 
system of spelling. (If your child is an incorrigibly poor speller, part 
of the blame at least can be laid to the fact that in English we do 
not have letters enough to correspond to all of the speech sounds that 
we use. Ideally we should have a separate letter for each of the 
sounds that we use wheu speaking our language^ but in lact we^ 

<i6 not.) J v - / ; ' / : 

- A single speech sound by itself, of courser is meaningless. Only 
when we unite several sounds ;in c^^ that we call words, 

and then combine words in groups or patterns that we call sentences, 
do we produce, real meaning. In speaking 
o, d, atid g have no meaning in theihselves. Put tdgether^a 
god/ they immediately become symb^^^ generally recognizable 
objects or ideas, thpughV their exact meaning never becomes clear 
until we see or hear them used in a physte^^^ or verbal context: "Just 
look at the wreck that dog (mother points at the culprit) has niade 
of my living room!" or "That dog Universal Used Gars sold me broke 
down the second time I drovc it," or "Would you like another hot 

dog?'' - ' : 

In reading or writing English, the letters d-o-g stand for certain 
common speech sounds that, put together in this particular order, 
stand for an object or idea that is in the writer's mind. In Ghinese, 
on the other hand, there is no relation whatsoever between the sound 
that means dog and the pictograph that ref^resents it i^ writing. As 
lpng"as an educated Chinese reader or writer is dealing with con- 
ventional matters, this absence of a rdationship between the spoken 
and written languages is restricting but not an insuperable obstacle 
to understanding. When he moves into such fields as nuclear physics 
or economics, he is seriously handicapped. His language is not capable 
of the ahstractriess that modem life demands. Not for nothing have 
Communist Chinese leaders worked for years to reform their written 
language. 

Your children and you, fortunately, are heirs to an alphabetic sys- 
tem of writing that, though not perfect, cerfainly is superior to any 
other system of writing that has yet been devised. A child from 
Moosehead, Maine, and a child from Window Rock, Arizona, may 
experience some difficulty at first understaiiding each other, but un- 
like comparable Chinese speakers, most of what one says will soon 
become clear to the other. They will have almost no difficulty at all 
understanding each other's writing. 
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• PUTTING WORDS IN THEIR places" 

In neither speech nor writing do words produce meaning simply 
from being grouped together. The words that mad shoot, idiots dog 
you have little if any recognizable meaning untiL the words are re- 
arranged in a pattern that the English-speaking listener or reader 
expects: "Shoot that mad dog, you idiots!" In our talk, these patterns 
tend to be simpler and less varied than t we, use in writing. 
Thosex)f us who are native speake^^ 
of soHsalled "illiterate" :en:ors ,(ifr i^^^^ 

ample), but we rarely distort or completely destroy tfie natural sen- 
tence patterns of our language, no matter how much or how little 
education we have had. 

In contrast to speaking, writing for itiost peopl^^ effortless 
meansrof expression, but a laborious one. Writing demands a ^^m^ 
precise choice of w^ords. With grow^^^ and ac- 

cumulated experience in writing, pur children's sentence patterns in 
writing tend to bemore varied and complex than those they normally 
speak. However, through grades 4 and 5 at leasts writing is done in 
simple patterns closely resembling those of ^^ s^^ Puncttiation, 
which we seldom have to consider consciously in speech, must 1>b 
accurate, as must spelling— which simply does not exist in the spoken 
language. Consequently, your child finds it much less difficult to 
express his ideas in speech than in writtog. Almost compulsively, he 
writes: "At the age of ten, my father took the family to see the 
monkeys in the too." In speaking he would, we hope, use the more 
accurate order: "My father took the whole family to see the monkeys 
in the zoo when I was ten years old." In conversation, the thought is 
perfectly clear in either pattern— the grammatical inaccuriacy in die 
first would pass unnoticed by most people: In writing there is no argu- 
ment as to which would be the preferred form. 

Two other characteristics set writing apart from speech and help 
to explain why most of us often go out of our way to avoid it. First 
of all, writing is more >vork in a purely physical sense. Whether one 
forms words with a pen, pencil, cold chisel, or typewriter, he uses 
many more muscles than are involved in the act of speaking. If your 
child is like most children, he may talk all day with no noticeable 
signs of fatigue. But when he writes, normally littie-used muscles of 
his Jfingers, arms, shoulders, eyes, and back: (not to mention one other 
set!) are called into action. Unless he is a professional writer-in- 
training, actual physical fatigue inevitably results. In most of us, 
physical fatigue interferes with our ability to think clearly and in all 
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but the most strong-willed, it certainly offers a fine excuse for not 
writing more than is absolutely necessary. 

In addition to the physical factor, the care and accuracy demanded 
of a conscientious writer produces a nervous tension that he would 
not ordinarily experience as a speaker. The subconscious thought 
that what he writes may be held against him, in the classroom to- 
morrow or forevermore, creates a tension that the speaker, whose 
words dissipate into the surrounding air, usually never feels. This 
neurar fatigue, like the physical, takes its toll of all writers^ whether 
inexperienced adolescents or adult professionals. 

People, both the young and the older like us, differ physically and 
psychologically in their reactions to writing, so that it is not wise 
to generalize about these factors. Yet neither is it wise for a parent 
or teacher to overlook these possibilities when a particular child fails 
to produce the quantity of quality of writing expected. (Malingering, 
of course, is a different kind of problem, one that bielongs more 
appropriately to the guidance counselor, perhaps, than to the teacher.) 

If they thou^t about: it at all, the original inventors of written 
language probably had in mind no more than a simple and convenient 
visual substitute for speech. Later men felt a need for a written 
language in their expanding business, social, and political affairs, but 
their goal was still not very clearly understood. But in the hands of 
the storytellers, sages, and poets, the written language h^s developed 
into a communication medium that far surpasses its origin, the 
spoken language. Among the arts it surpasses in influence sound, 
motion, and representation. Among primitive people, the child knew 
no more history, science, or poetry than was told him at his hairy 
parent's knee. His "literature" consisted entirely of stories told him 
by the "singers" of his tribe or nation. Thanks to the invention of 
writing, your child has at his fingertips permanent records of the great 
(and some not so great) achievements, feelings, and ideas of men for 
thousands of years. 

At this point, a few alarmed parents may suggest that the young, 
in their insistence on learning via "popular" television, are slipping 
back into a semiprimitive state. There is no real evidence to support 
this pessimistic view. In spite of the cheap and often iperetricious 
offerings that spread daily over most of the nation's airwaves, the 
national level of literacy continues to rise. And the increasing interest 
of both children and adults in more worthwhile literary works is a 
matter of record. 

Just as the spoken language is effective only when there are alert 
listeners, so the written language can realize its purpose only when 
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there are competent readers. A writer writes to be read just as a 
speaker speaks to be heard. "Art for art's sake", is an academic illu- 
sion, for however private a writer tries to be, he is always writing for 
some kind of reader— eyen if that reader is only himself. 

Children, like their eldere, write ui the hope of being read. They 
may be passing along information about the world as they see it or 
they may merely be reHeving their inner tens^^^ In either case, 
they require an audie^^^ 
oftfti wite to or: for ourselves atone. TO 

teacher should overlook iff cpnsidelrihg the performance of children 
in their efforts to master the skill of writing. 



when and how 
chujDben leabn to w ritjb 



Much has been written juid even more has been said about the way 
children supposedly leam to is known 

about tfie process than wejlike to l^Ueye. Most of what ^^^^^ know 
that seems important has comfcnbt so much from "research'* a^ from 
the common experience ^d intuition of tens of thoussUids of tea^ 
and writers, dating back:to Chaucer and bcf^^^ 

Most teachen; are a^eod, for exaj^^ that is 

best for a child to begin receiyingiformal instnirt^^ 
position, justjas there is a ^e of so-caUcd:" This 
time may beTsmd rgeneraUy is, comiderabIy>i^^^^ for each child, 
though for some it may occur as late as^t^^^ second or third grade. 
It is deterinined pardy by the childVability t^^^ the casual image 
of words (vocabulary), his ability to control t^^ physical tools of 
writing (handwriting), his ability fo perceive the world. around him 
and to relate^t botii to spoken and written language (thought). It is 
determined by these considerations, plus the inner urge to report 
what he observes (purpose), and the strength of his desire to imitate 
the writing^at he sees about him (ntotivation). Thus the child who 
h^ been exposed to storytelling and ctiildrenV books and to parents 
and friends who write is likely to begin writing at an earlier age and 
to do so more successfully than a child who has not had these 
advantages. 

Many schools are teaching concomitantiy handwriting, writing of 
sentences, spelling, and reading early in the first grade* In the very 
beginning, the teacher sets down in manuscript writing wbat the 
child dictates* The child copies, then reads what he has written/ As 
he becomes independent in forming manuscript letters and learns the 
spelling of commonly used words, he writes for himself. Before very 
long the teacher may lead him into copying notices, notes, and letters, 
and other communications (including stories and poems) that interest 
him. The more able students are soon writing independentiy. 
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HAVING SOMETHING TO SAY 

There is little point, of course, in encoura^ng a child to begin writ- 
ing unless he has something to say and the desire to say it in a visual 
fonn. So strong is the power of imitation that some children at the 
age of two or three scribble after the manner of adults they have 
watched and then "read" what they have intended to say. Many a 
preschool child a^ks a jparent'to pn 

mother or Uncle Jim, then copi^ it in wavering,- but legible^ fashion. 
These children are going throu^ an actual w bcr 
cause they are purposefully conveying^a hiiK^^^ 
symbols. In school, too, we must consi writing 
whenever they/dictate to the teache^^^^ 

So writing really begins Avhenever a child's mind begins to "pei^^ 
and he fcelsva prying or even a vagije desire to set doym his ideas 
or feelings in the permanent form we call writing. ; 

In the beginning, the child's ideas r^ult largely from d 
ence with his envkonm^t, though:teleVision pro-ams, movies, and 
juvenile books may make a contn>ution. The greatest impact results 
most often from what hapi^sns to him smd his immed 
he and they do; and usually it is about such personal experiences that 
the beginner at school expresses himself through talking, drawing, and 
painting, and oftentimes writing. When he writes, he docs so because 
he has thoughts and feelings to express; he has information and 
opinions he wants to share. His incentive and.reward lie in responsive 
readers (or listenefs, if he reads his own product orally) and in the 
satisfaction of having them understand what he has put on paper and 
of responding to it. 

The child's growing accumulation of experiences and his ability to 
read more and more on his own produces an increasing store of 
knowledge about which he may write in the form of personal memo- 
randa, reports, essays, or stories. The need to share his expanding 
inner world can and should grow ever more urgent; and it is likely 
to if his teachers, year by year, provide the opportunities for him 
to write and read his contributions to his classmates, post them on the 
bulletin board, "publish" them in a school or class anthology, or 
encourage him to send actual letters through the mail. Also necessary 
is his teachers' sincere interest in his message, rather than in pre- 
occupation with technical errors. 

To be sure, children need to learn the mechanics of writing and 
should have lessons that teoch them how to use their language arts 
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textbook as a reference, which will ^ve them occasional direct in- 
struction on such matters as margins, indentations, capitalization, . 
punctuation, sentence structure, and paragraphing. Such matters are 
usually leanicd easily if directly related to the child Vown writing, 
and if the teacher has and takes time to point to the specific spots in 
his writing where his usage needs improvement. 

Perhaps more damage tp the child's uW express Jiis 

ideas in ^writing results froin^thc formal, inflexible demM^ 
insehsitiye tVacher and ofcworried adults t 

"make sense'' than from any other single cauaj. Always the teach^ 
^lust be sensitive to varying^^^ aptitude m his pupils, 

and he must encourage c^^ the highest jeyel of 

achievement ppssible^numtt»us, well^^^ details Mid percep- 
tive interpretation on^ the part of the most apt; much simpler and 
briefer expression by the slower leanier or the disadvantaged. Each 
child should be helped and encouraged to do as well as he can afid — 
should be satisfied by only his best when he submits his finished 
product. 

LISTENING AND READING7 SPEAKING VAN^^ 

Communication is a two-way street. We get ideas and impressions 
through the sets of listiMing and reading; we give out ideas and 
impressions of X)ur feejings by means of speech and writing' But aside 
from these two obvious parifllejs, and the fact that all of the^ 
of communication depend almost solely on language, the acts are 
quite dissimilar in nature. 

The child's earliest step in the direction of communication occurs 
when he listens to, and tries to imitate, the speech sounds around him. . 
But thou^ he may form recognizable words in this experimental 
stage, he does not really speak "our" language until he has learned 
also to associate the sound he is making to an understandable object 
or idea. Children bom deaf, of course,^^ learn to use the spoken lan- 
guage only vrith the greatest difficulty, if at all. Until recently, such 
unfortunates were mistakenly labeled deaf-mutes and were commonly 
considered to be mentally defective. Today, thanks to such publicized 
cases as that of Helen Keller, we know that muteness results in most ' 
cases from never Aeor//!^ language, not from mental deficiency. 
Specialists are inventing and perfecting techniques to teach the deaf, 
whose only hope used to be to learn to communicate by sign language, 
an awkward substitute for speaking the language they are con- 
demned never to hear. Only those with unusual drive and intelligence. 
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and with patient families and teachers, were once likely to master the 
skills of reading and writing. For people with normal hearing, the 
introduction to language takes place through the act of listening. 
The subsequent development of their ability to speak, read, and write 
seems directly related to this initially developed sense. 

As the young child grows in his ability to turn his observations and 
experience first into ideas arid then into spoken Isuiguage, he becomes 
g^radu^ly aware df^a jrelatibnship between speech and the Ayritten 
(and printed) language. He discovers that certairi combinations, of 
marks on paper can represent specch^ounds that he It 
is possible, in a limited way, to learn everitualiy to read 
without reference to the spoken language, but seeriiirig more 
normal and ultimately more successful method with am alphabetic 
language such as ours is to begin by relating the spoken to the written 
symbol; Most schools today combine the visudl and the auditory 
factors in their teaching of rea^dirig^^ \ 

The teaching of writing iollows hard on the heels of the teaching 
of reading, or it may even occur at the same time. For most children, 
though, skill in the rudiments of reading still precedes their inde^ 
pendent attempts at putting their ideas into writing. Just as a child 
first hears and then copies the sounds of language, so he must see the 
written forms before he tries to imitate them. 

From the time the child has learned to form letters and to order 
them correctly as words, he is expressing ideas as he labels a picture 
or copies a sentence he has dictated to the teacher. The following 
situations and samples from Dyer Street School in Los Angeles will 
help to make clear how teachers work with children in order to 
develop the ability to write independently.^ 

A first-grade group learned the physical features of a cow by 
studying pictures shown by overhead projector* The following de- 
scription was dictated by members of a groujp to the teacher, tran- 
scribed in manuscript writing, then copied by the more advanced 
pupils* This was their first experience in writing on lined paper. The 
less mature children practiced manuscript writing at the board, 
because they still lacked coordination for writing on lined papen 

A cow has a muzzle. 
This is her mouth. 
She has no upper teeth. 

^ The samples of children's writing quoted here were contributed by Janice 
Frost, demonstration and training teacher, formerly at Dyer Street School, 
Los Angeles Unified School District, Los Angeles, California. 



WHEN AND HOW CHILDREN LEARN TO WRITE 



27 



In December the teacher taught her group the proper form for 
writing a letter. After dictating this lotter to the teacher, the children 
copied it (except that each child changed the first sentence to suit 
his personal request). The teacher noted in her journal that the 
group would probably be ready for individual, independent writing 
of a letter after one more lesson like this first letter-writing experience. 

December 10 

Dear Santa, 

Please bring me a ball for Christmas. I have been good. We like 
you very much. 

' Love, 



About a month later, one boy did write his own story. He found 
most of his words in his word box, a fUe of the words he had been 
using in his dictated stories. The occasion was an unusual snowfall 
fow on the mountainside in clear viev/ of the school. This is his story 
exactly as he wrote it. Notice how little difficulty he had, really, with 
technicalities. 

We like to play in the snow 

We like to eat snow. 

We have lots and lots of fun. 

It is fun. yum yum 

It is good, yum yum 

Some second-grade children wrote independently their individual 
stories after viewing and discussing a film about a dog and his master. 
They used their word boxes to help with spelling and were given 
supplementary help by the teacher. This is a typical story. 

I have a dog at home. 
Her name is Lucky. 
She can run fast. 
I like her. 

In another and more advanced second grade, a film about the 
robin stimulated discussion that resulted in written stories, each one 
somewhat different from the others. This is one child's story. Note 
the somewhat uncertain sequence of her ideas, but her excellent 
sentence sense. 
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Robin Redbreast 

Robbins build nests. They work day and night. They lay little 
eggs. The eggs hatch into baby Robins. The eggs are blue. The 
Mother and Father take turns sitting on the nest» and getting food. 

The following story written independently by a third-grader shows 
the advance both in the difficulty of ideas expressed and in the longer 
and more complicated sentences used. 

An Experiment - 
We had an experiment with a thermometer, thennometers have 
~-- red alcohol in them and when you put the thermometef in s^^ 
or warm water the red alcohol goes up. When you put it in the 
shade Jt goes down. 

Though these initial expenetices with language appear to follow a 
fairly fixed order----from Ustening to speakingv to reading and writing 
— •subsequent lihguistic development in the normal child consists of 
almost indistinguishable interweaving of these four basic skills. We 
absoib new words and sentence patterns from listening and re^^^ 
we turn about and use them in speaking and wnting as our thoughts 
require. A logical conclusion from all this seems to be that the better 
listener and reader a child is, the better speaker and writer he is 
likely to become. In fact, each of the four language arts reinforces 
the other three. It seems fairly ob>nous that a person whcT exposes 
himself to a great deal of language in all of its forms is more likely 
to handle it well than a person who does not. 

THE MEDIA OF WRITING 

Children today are ordinarily taught manuscript writing before 
they are taught cursive writing, or handwriting, for sound reasons. 
The more important, perhaps, is that it is easier for the child to see 
the relationship between his own manuscript writing and the printed 
material he is learning to read. If he can also develop a clear, pleasing 
handwriting later on, so much the better. But in this age of type- 
writers, printing presses, and other similsu: machines, his future 
activity as reader and writer will be mainly concerned with print, not 
handwriting. Schools are beginning to take note of this fact. For 
example, in an experiment, begun a few years ago, O. K. Moore of 
Yale University taught children in a private nursery school from the 
very beginning to use the typewriter instead of the conventional pencil 
or pen, reportedly with good results.. In some schools, children are 
being taught to read without formal instruction by means of a 
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computerized typewriter— a machine that speaks to the pupil as well 
as registers the letters that He presses manually. 

Even if experiments such as these prove successful and thus sug- 
gest better methods for teaching reading and writing, it will be a good 
many years before elementary schools in general are equipped with 
the required machinery, to say nothing of the teachers trained to use 
it. In the meantime, it is safe to assume that students reaching the 
upper years of high school will still^be expected to turn out respectably 
handwitten compositions. If, in addition^ they have learned to type 
skinfully, they will have a considerable advantage over their class- 
mates who cannot; - 

"CREATIVE" WRITING 

The term creative is not as fashionable today, when applied to 
writing, as it us^ to be, particularly at the secondary and college 
levels. Perhaps because of its excessive use and somewhat fuzzy 
meaning in the more permissive past, it has come to stand for writing 
that is too freely self-expressive and undisciplined. The emphasis 
today, particularly in the colleges, tends toward carefully controlled 
exposition— writing that explains or analyzes, writing that de^s 
almost exclusively: with facts, processes, and ideas^ 

This emphasis is unfortunate, because the term creative should not 
suggest 'Ilack of self-discipline" but rather the "application of imagi- 
nation" to whatever problem the writer faces. Creative thinking, in 
this sense, should be as much a part of the doctoral thesis as of the 
best-selling novel. The person experienced in writing creatively 
generally has a clearer sense of structure, of word discrimination, of 
audience, than the student who has known only formal outlining and 
the literal cataloging of ideas. Certainly he is a more engaging writer. 
Few of us will ever become poets, novelists, or playwrights, but we 
will likely be better writers for having tried. 

Most successful elementary school programs afford students con- 
tinuing experience with imaginative writing. Sometimes the emphasis 
is districtwidc, as in the San Diego City Schools, where an annual 
volume of children's creative writing is published. (See samples in 
Chapter 1.) In most schools, it is the result of the efforts of individual 
teachers to spark creativeness in their pupils. A teacher in Fredonia, 
New York, for instance, encouraged children to write at home by 
reading to them stories and* verse once submitted by their older 
brotiiers and sisters, even their parents. One of her second-graders 
brought in this bit of verse as his verbal response to seeing a light- 
house turn on its beacons at nightfall. 
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I saw a lighthouse 

Out all night 
Blinking^ blinking^ _ 

Blinking out its light. 
It looked out 

Over all the sea» 
But kept its eye 

On ine» on me.^ - 

Most secondary schwls Umit opiwrhiniti writing 
to the more gifteid, usually^ as a kin^^^^ elective. 
This seems a mistake, for the Pagination should !^ sfi^^ 
levels of aWlity, even in coUege: Every child, ' whatever^his ability, 
should have freq tell stories, to versify^ to mate 

his idea^ with the most vividly exact laSfuage that he can command. 
The child thus sensitizcd to the poweK of fa^ cannot help 
becoming a more 'effective expdsitbr,^^^^ 

training in the formal aspect of exposition t^^ -/ 

GETTING CHILDREN TO W^^^ 

Motivation is the art of inducing a person to do willingly that which 
he otherwise would not likely do of his own accord. It is one of the 
most essential tools in the teacher's professional kit. The ultimate 
goal of the teacher, however, is to develop self-motivation in his 
pupils, for this is the most lasting and desirable kind. Whether child 
or adult, we are all likely to have our interest stinred by some unusual 
experience. This happens commonly with professional writers. Robert 
McQoskey, the popular children's author, reportedly— after watcMng 
tfpolicenian halt all traffic to let a mother mallard lead her procession 
of ducklings across a busy street— wrote Afaite Way for Ducklings. 
With a child, hearing or reading some verse or a story may trigger 
similar writing of his own. Teachers report, for instance, that initial 
experiences in choral speaking often stimulate boys and girls to write 
creatively on their own. A seventh-grader in Walnut Grove, Califor- 
nia, became an almost unquenchable source of verse after her first 
lessons in choral speaking, even though she had never tried writing 
poetry before. Almost daily she brought in philosophic, but simple, 
reflections of her feelings and thoughts, such as this poem, which was 
one of her first : 

2 Commission on the English Curriculum, language Arts for Today*s Chil- 
dren. Volume II, NCTE Curriculum Scries (New York: Applcton-Ccntury- 
Crofts, 1954), p. 323. U5cd by permission of the National Council of Teachers 
of English. - _ 
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So very big is the sea, 

And I am so very small 
That the wonder is that he 

Should notice me at all. 

Yet when I take my swim 
Or play upon the sands, 
I shout my joy to him, 
. - Andl know :h^ undere^^^ 

And when the sky is gray 

And the wind is chill, 
Sometfing seems to say: 

He is friendly still. 

The sca is so very old 

That the earth to him would be. 
If allJiis years were told, ' " 

Only a childlike me.3 



Ihtitxm motivation, however, is a blanket term that includes some 
rather contradictory factors. At one extreme, for insta^ 
of tests, grades, and especially academic failure may beVc^^ 
powerful motivators of student effort. At atfipther ex 
lure of sugar coating, the use of irrelevant devices and gimmicks to 
trick the student into some show of activity. At certiain times and 
with some students, either or both of these ^approaches may b« 
warranted. -_ .- ' '- 

The most effective motivation is that wHichr using neither threats 
nor cajolery, awakens in the child (11 an interest in thinking sboui 
a topic, and (2) an active desire to compose and 
thoughts. The most successfol teacher m respect actually 
motivates the whole course of study, rather than a series of individual 
lessons. By a synthejsis of attitudes, personality, knowledge, and 
teaching methods, he induces frequently in his students the act of 
purposeful thinking and subsequently the desire to set down their - 
thoughts in writing. 

Some of these qualities are bom in the teacher, but others are 
acquirable. Certainly the teacher who is entiiusiastic about his ma- 
terial is more likely to elidt interest than is tiie bored teacher. 
Sunilarly, the teacher who is flexible and takes quick advantage of the 
individual student's current focus of interest is more likely to induce 
in the child a desire to write well than is the rigid teacher bound to a 

^ Quoted in Mildred Dawson et aL, Guiding Language Learning (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1957), p. 472. Used by permission of Harcourt, 
Brace & World, Inc. 
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textbook or syllabus. But basic to all else in successful motivation 
is the teacher's assumption that his students will succeed, not fail, in 
their efforts at writing. Tliough a few of the most able students who 
feel completely secure about their ability may find an acid treatment 
stimulating, for the majority of students there is no greater stimulus 
than success — and no greater discourager than failure. With few 
exceptions, the most effective teachers otwriting (o 
are thd«e who build into their students^ sense^^o^ 
ment rather than the frustration of re^at^^^ 

Whatsis true orthe teacfe in this res^^^^ ^so of the 

parent. The child at the feunily <Unner t^^^^^ ebewhere in the home 
who is included in animated discussion of people, .events, and ideas is 
more likely to wite weU than the child who^^^e^ dull 
silence or, worse, domestic griping and bickering. To a child at the 
elementary Jevel, the confidence of his parents is especisdiy valuable 
and generally is well received. Later as the child grows into adoles- 
cence, approaching adulthood, his attitude generally makes it increas- 
ingly difficult for the parentsjo avoid nagging and excessive prodding. 
Yet psychology assures us that at this age too, perhaps more than at 
any other, it is important for the individual to have the security of a 
sympathetic audience, the feeling that people are rooting for and not 
against him. 

In passing, we must remark that a positive attitude on the part of 
either parent or teacher does not imply an entirely uncritical one. 
Rather, the young person who senses that the critic is with and not 
against him is much more likely to make good use of the advice and 
correction offered. The context of the remark, not the remark itself, 
usually determines the spirit in which the normal young person will 
receive it. 

These observations apply to motivation in general, but there are 
some suggestions that can be applied to the motivation of writing in 
particular. The closer a writing assignment lies to the child^s personal 
concerns, usually the more meaningful will be his response to it. 
Where somewhat general topics are used, preliminary class discussion 
may help to arouse individual interest that otherwise may be lacking. 
But whatever method a teacher may employ to spark interest in writ* 
ing, nothing is more important than the material itself. The writer who 
is not interested in and concerned with the topic about which he 
is writing will never produce a good piece of writing. This is true 
equally of the child or the savant. 
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- From the early elementary years through high school into college 
and beyond, children are presented hopefully with an impressive 
array of information about writing and composition. Teachers and 
textbooks talk often and earnestly on subjects as minute as* the split 
infinitive on the one hand and as broad as the great classical principles 
of rhetoric on the other. And there are almost continuous drill on and 
consistent attention to such central matters as paragraphing, punc- 
tuation, and sentence structure. 

The hope is, of course, that enough lore will rub off on your child 
to make him at least a passable writer by the end of his formal 
schooling. It is assumed that if he studies enough spelling lists, he will 
become a better speller. If he is put through enough drill exercises on 
faulty verb forms or run-on sentences, he will automatically avoid 
these errors in his own writing. Or if he hears a lecture on coherence 
in paragraphs, from that time on he will write logically related para- 
graphs of his own. 

Unfortunately, much of this information is presented in lessons 
that are quite unrelated to the student's own writing. He is asked to 
? study words that he does not himself misspell, or to rewrite faulty 
sentences that he himself would not have produced in the first place. 
Or the lesson on paragraph coherence occurs three weeks before he 
is asked to write a composition long enough to require such coherence. 

Even i -ore discouraging, the actual act of writing does not in itself 
automatcally bring about improvem^ it. When a student is asked to 
write compositions frequently, there is no guarantee that each succes- 
sive paper will be better than those that preceded it. A recent study 
of student writing at Dartmouth College showed, in fact, that the 
wiiting of seniors contained notably more errors than the writing of 
sophomores, whose writing in turn contained more errors than that of 
the freshmen. If this is true of a highly selected and supposedly 
strongly motivated group of college seniors, what can our expecta- 
tions be for, say, a group of ninth-graders who have widely varying 
abilities, interests, and backgrounds? 
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The pro * *a the teacher of writing faces, at every level, is two- 
fold: not only must he strike a sensible balance between his presenta- 
tion of information about composition and the anfount of actual 
student writing that he requires, but he must also make certain that 
whatever he says "about" composition has immediate application to- 
the student's writing. For all kinds of reasons, this is not as simple as 
it sounds. Perhaps the most complicating fact is that not all students 
in a class make the same errors or need the same information at any 
one time. In a given set of compositions, one student may need help 
with sentence fragments, another with spelling, still another with 
organization, and so on. 

The question of how many student compositions a teacher can or 
should require will be discussed in Chapter 6. This chapter will indi- 
cate and discuss briefly some of the more important aspects of com- 
position that are dealt with in the classroom and textbook in the 
hope that parents may help a student to absorb them and apply them 
in his own writing. 

"GOOD" WRITING VERSUS "CORRECT" WRITING 

A "good" composition is one in which the writer has presented his 
ideas in logical and effective order, using clear, exact, and vivid 
language. It may or may not include misspellings, minor grammatical 
flaws, and questionable usages. Desirably it should not, but if the 
writer makes his point interestingly and clearly, most readers will 
consider it "good,'.' regardless. 

A "correct" composition, on the other hand, has no misspellings, 
grammatical flaws, or enors in diction. The writer may or may not 
present his ideas logically and effectively, in language that is clear, 
exact, and vivid. If he does not, only a hopeless pedant would set a 
higher value on a "correct" than on a "good" composition. 

Ideally, a composition should present worthwhile content well 
expressed in mechanically flawless English. But the two factors are 
not equal. The discerning reader should always give more attention 
to the content than to the form. We do not turn our backs on the 
poetry of Chaucer, Shakespeare, the King James translation, simply 
because they use spellings and grammatical forms that are not 
considered "correct" today. 

Though it seems almost too obvious to mention, it probably should 
be noted at this point that children at the ninth-grade level should 
not be held up to standards appropriate to Dartmouth freshmen (or 
even Dartmouth seniors) either in the content or the mechanics of 
their writing. Yet ninth-grade teachers — in fact, secondary teachers 
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at every level— are often harsher in their treatment of mechanical 
flaws than are college teachers. 

THE MECHANICS OF WRITTEN ENGLISH 

The "correct" writer is the student who has mastered the mechanics 
of English — spelling, punctuation, grammar, and usage — as set forth 
in his textbook. His competence in these matters, however, is no 
guarantee that he can produce a well-organized, meaningful, and 
interesting composition. For as we have already noted, it is quite 
possible to say nothing beautifully, just as it is possible on occasions 
to be effective, though illiterate. The sensible person, of course, 
while giving his chief attention to what is said, does not discount 
the importance of how it is said. He devotes a reasonable amount of 
his time, therefore, to these matters, depending on his particular 
needs. 

Spelling 

Realistically considered, English spelling is chiefly a social grace. 
The language is not noted for its phonetic consistency. Some people 
are better spellers than others, probably because of superior visual 
retention. It doesn't seem rational to rank a child spelling prodigy 
above a nationally important scientist — and we really don't. But for 
the great bulk of people who fall between these extremes, accurate 
spelling is important mainly because it is a social expertation. 

There is no single avenue to acceptable competence in spelling. It 
is best taught through a variety of approaches — by study of "demon" 
lists, by keeping personal lists of troublemakers for systematic review, 
by developing an interest in words and language in general, wherever 
they appear. 

Least profitable is the study of general word lists, the memorization 
of affixes, and the too commonly used dictated spelling test. The 
latter seems especially wasteful because the language is unphonetic 
in character and because accurate spelling is not an oral problem but 
is almost entirely a matter of careful proofreading. A child never 
misspells in speaking; he misspells only in writing. Therefore, instilling 
in children the dictionary habit is probably the most lastingly helpful 
single thing a teacher can do. 

Punctuation 

The use of some marks of punctuation is inescapable. We end a 
statement with a period, an interrogative sentence with a question 
mark. The use of other marks is mostly a matter of judgment. When 
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do you use an exclamation mark? When does a comma set off an 
introductory adverbial modifier? Examine vhe writing of professionals 
and you will find the use depends pretty much on the writer's 
intention. 

Punctuation, with few exceptions, is a set of special symbols that 
we use to show in writing what we would indicate quite naturally in 
speaking by facial expression, bqdy/gesture, or volume and tone of 
voice. Though a few of th& marks are stable (like the commas in 
addresses and dates), the use of most punctuation is best taught by 
reference to the spoken language. The punctuation system is not ade- 
quate to all of our writing needs, but it is the only system we have 
to indicate the tone of voice, its intensity, or the pause that separates 
or emphasizes our ideas in speaking. 

Grammar 

Nothing is better calculated to stir up a rousing discussion at a 
PTA meeting than to have a parent ask, "Why^atren't our children 
being taught grammar?" Paradoxically, no topic on the program of a 
conference of English teachers is more certain to draw a large audi- 
ence than one dealing in any way with the topic "How to Teach 
Grammar." 

In response to the parent's complaint, it seems safe to assert that 
most schools today devote a great deal of time to grammar (in some 
schools, ik too much time in the opinion of most authorities), but 
its presentation is more likely to be keyed' to the speaking and writing 
of a student rather than to be taught formally in the manner that older 
generations of adults nostalgically recall. Some parents in demanding 
"more grammar" are using the word in about the same way they 
do the word vitamins. That is, they don't understand actually what 
either a vitamin or grammar is or how it operates to human advan- 
tage. But they do have a vague notion that there is value in it — and 
therefore, they reason, the more the betterl Any parent who doubts 
this assertion need only examine the school's syllabus or its textbook 
to be reassured about everybody's concern for grammar. 

Yet the truth is that not all is stable in the area commonly referred 
to as grammar. For the word does not have quite the same meaning 
today that it had two or more decades ago. That explains, in part at 
least, why English teachers themselves feel insecure about this par- 
ticular aspect of their work and seek out any speaker or panel that 
promises clarification and help. 

This book is too short to do more than indicate briefly what has 
happened to a subject considered so venerable that schools once upon 
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a time were literally known as "grammar schools.'' At the beginning 
of the twentieth century, education like all other human concerns 
became increasingly subject to scientific study and criticism. For half 
a century, English teachers became increasingly uneasy about the 
relation of the formal teaching of grammar to the speaking and writing 
of their students. At the same time, scholars began increasingly to 
challenge the validity of many of the statements of the traditional 
grammar books about the English language. Pointing out that English 
is historically a Germanic, not a Latinate language, they demonstrated 
conclusively that much of the material traditionally taught is not an 
accurate description of our language and the way it works. Uncertain 
what to do, English teachers in the 1920's and 1930's began to 
abandon the formal teaching of grammar and to substitute so-called 
iunctioml grammar. This meant, in theory, teaching a child the gram- 
matical form he needed at the time he needed to know it. In effect 
these teachers were teaching usage, not grammar, though this distinc- 
tion was not clear to them. The result was that the majority of teachers 
continued to teach, but without strong conviction, the gramniar they 
themselves had been taught. A minority gave up the teaching of 
grammar altogether, especially following the great influx of disad- 
vantaged students during and following the great Depression of the 
1930's. 

The turning point was World War II. With its sophisticated com- 
munications systems, Worid War II put an unprecedented emphasis 
on language skills. Scientific research in language was stimulated, 
and out of the war came not only scholars but mathematicians and 
computer technicians as well who were interested in. discovering what 
the English language really is and how it really operates. Shortly 
after the war, new and seemmgly radically different descriptions of 
English grammar were advanced. Today, as a result, the teacher of 
English is offered not one, but several grammars of English from 
which to choose. If he dares or is uninformed, he may continue to 
offer his students the traditional grammar of English. If he dares and 
Is sufficiently informed, he may offer cither structural, transforma- 
tional, generative, or tagmemic grammar} And the end of theorizing 
and research is not yet in sight! 

Whatever he chooses to do in the next few years, the English 
teacher is bound to find himself caught in the middle of a great debate. 
Added to this confusion are the studies that preponderantly claim to 

^ For a detailed description of the several grammars of English, see Miriam 
Goldstein, The Teaching of Language in Our Schools (New York: The Mac- 
millan Company, 1966), a companion volume in this scries. 
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show that there is little or no relationship between a knowledge of 
formal grammar (of whatever variety) and a child's ability to speak 
and write English with facility. Is it any wonder that the teacher is 
confused? And if the teacher is confused, what of the parent or lay- 
man who, in general, is almost entirely ignorant of these advances 
in our knowledge of our native language! It might be noted, inci- 
dentally, that college teachers of English are not notably less confused 
than teachers of English at the elementary and secondary levels. 

By way of reassurance, however, several observations may be 
. offered on the subject of grammar: 

1. For_ children who have some ability to think abstractly, an 
understanding of the structure and forms of the P.nglish lan- 
guage is important, however they are presented* Some 
schools, in fact, offer grammar not as a tool for reading and 
writing, but primarily as a part of liberal education. 

2. If we accept the validity of the many studies, both American 
and British, that question the effect of formal grammatical 
knowledge upon a person's ability to speak and write well, 
then we should be thankful for teachers independent enough 
to devote more time to instruction in speaking, writing, and 
the study of good literature than to endless grammatical drills. 
Interestingly, in this connection, with the possible exception 
of oral spelling drills, no aspect of the study of English re- 
quires less effort of the teacher than the formal teaching of 
"traditional" English grammar. 

3. Psychology assures us that children at an eariy age know, 
for all practical purposes, all of the elements of grammar 
needed to express themselves effectively in adult life. This, 
however, does not take into consideration their knowledge 
of acceptable English usage, which is discussed next. 

Usage 

Many people who speak of grammar are in reality talking about - 
usage. Grammar deals with the predictable structures and word 
forms that characterize our language, o/^ken or written. Usage deals 
mainly with the exceptions to these matters, but it also deals with 
the changing status of particular words in differing times, places, and 
situations. As we have already noted, a child entering school has 
learned by imitation mo^t of the essential grammar of the language. 
What he has not yet learned is to distinguish among the different 
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kinds of English and to use the kind that is dearest and most 
appropriate to his purpose. 

There are three major kinds of EngUsh in more or less common 
us;: informal English, formal English, and nonstandard English. The 
Urst two, informal and formal, together form the standard level of 
English, the level used by educated peopte. The nonstandard level is 
used by people who have not had much education or whose education 
has failed to influoice then: speech and writing. 

In the three kinds of English, most of the words and grammatical 
forms are the same. The differences exist in the uses of certain words 
and constructions, and in the formality of tone. For example, in 
substandard English, which is almost solely a spoken English, one 
hears expressions like mnX busted (for broken). At the other end 
of Uie scale, formal Eng^h, which is ordinarily found only in writing 
intended for very special and important occasions, uses big and 
unusual words, sentences that are carefuUy structured and often com- 
plex, aiid language that has an unmistakably bookish tone. 

For educated speakers and writers, the most generally useful A)f the 
three kinds is informal English, which avoids the objectionable 
characteristics of the substandard, but is less exacting than the formal. 
It is the English that educated people ordinarily use in their personal 
and public affairs, though it too varies in formality from the easy, 
intimate conversations of the family circle to the writing found in 
business letters and much literature. 

When children understand that there is not one, but several kinds 
of English, each suitable for its purpose, and that the choice of which 
to use is entirely up to them, they respond much more readily to the 
teacher*s recommendations. For, looking about them, they cannot 
fail to observe that the traditional notion of "one correct English" 
simply does not describe the way even educated people use the 
language. 

The problem of teaching usage places the teacher in somewhat of a 
dilemma. Clearly he is interested in encouraging all of his students 
to choose standard over nonstandard usages in their speech and 
writing. In doing so, he is often battling family, neighborhood, and 
community standards. If teachers attack and counter the problem on 
subjective, emotional grounds — ^**Nice people don*t say *He doh*t* 
versus "But my father says it, and what*s wrong with my father?**— 
they will not make much progress in raising the student's language 
sights. But if teachers remain calmly objective and present the facts 
about the various levels of usage, leaving the decision, up to the 
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individual (where indeed it belongs), most students are sensible 
enough to make, or to want to make, the desired choices. 

Because encouraging students to change from nonstandard to 
standard usages is largely a matter of breaking and reforming habits, 
habits of long standing, drills on specific items may sometimes, but not 
necessarily, be useful in addition to the student's strong personal 
desire to change. Drills that arc unrelated to the student's purpose, 
however, are not likely to have much effect upon his habits of speech 
and writing. 

Informal English is the most generally useful of the three kinds of 
English, and the teacher's main goal should be to help his students 
learn to use it with comfort and accuracy. Whether in conversation 
with family and friends or in writing business letters, school assign- 
ments, or papers for more general audiences, the student needs to be 
familiar with and to use good informal English. If his goal,, however, 
is college and eventually a responsible business, political, or profes- 
sional career, he will need also to be acquainted with the more precise 
uses of formal English. Because formal English is mainly written 
English and has a more exacting vocabulary and more complex sen- 
tence structures, it is the most difficult level for most students to 
master. On the other hand, formal English is a level that many 
students may never have occasion to use, especially if they are not 
college-bound. 

It is probably important to note at this point that, in spite of what 
many people believe, standards in language are not established by 
an elect group of experts, either scholars or dictionary editors. 
Standard English is the language of educated people, whether they 
arc lawyers, clergymen, teachers, or diplomats. It is the language that 
educated people expect to find spoken or written in both their every- 
day and special affairs. It is the language that is clear, appropriate to 
the occasion. And when it is also lively, so much the better. 

WRITING THE "GOOD" ENGLISH SENTENCE 

There has never been much agreement among scholars about the 
exact definition of the sentence, though on one point they are fairly 
unanimous — the sentence is the basic structure of thought. When a 
child puts two or more words together in a pattern that sounds 
familiar and that makes sense to those around him, he has begun to 
^ use sentences, even if it is something as simple as "Me want" or 
"Bad doggie." By the same token, when he combines words this 
simply or in more complex structures, we consider that he has really 
begun to think. 
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To many people (and unfortunately this includes many inade- 
quately trained English teachers), a good sentence is merely one 
that contains no mechanical errors. They apparently assume that if 
the form of a sentence is flawless, the thought will automatically take 
care of itself. Thus a child who writes nonsense with grammatical 
"correctness" not infrequently gets a higher grade than the child who 
is bubbling with important ideas* but has trouble with commas, spell- 
ing, or sentence fragments. Some children^ indeed, come out of their 
English classes with no understanding at all that the best sentences 
grow out of the clearest, most imaginative thinking, that even the 
best sentences can be improved, and, finally, that matters of structure, 
proper subordination and emphasis, and coherence are far more 
important than meciianical errors — ^unwanted as these are. 

The preceding assertion is not intended to encourage faulty writing. 
It does attempt to suggest that in judging student writing, the quality 
of the ideas expressed should be the primary concern and should 
account for the bulk of the credits Students seriously interested in 
self-improvement tend, as they progress in school, either to outgrow 
most of their language faults or to become self-corrective — with the 
exception of those who possess a natural streak of "carelessness" or 
who simply do not have what it takes. Carelessness has to be dealt 
with by the child's parents as well as by his teachers; it is only 
incidentally the concern of his English teacher. Carelessness, after all, 
is not English. Sheer lack of ability is not a subject that we need to 
discuss here, except to note that unfortunately it does exist. 

The most important aspect of English grammar is that which deals 
with the structure of the sentence, technically called syntax. English 
is essentially a syntactical language. It expresses meaning mainly 
through its sentence patterns, and only to a limited extent through 
inflected word forms. That is why the study of Latin is not the royal 
road to competence in English that some people like to assume. 

Roughly 90 per cent of English sentences follow the basic subject- 
verb or subject-verb-object pattern. But the other 10 per cent are 
important because they contribute variety and emphasis to our 
writing. Learning to recognize and use these patterns effectively 
should be one of the student writer's chief concerns. But again it must 
be pointed out that the pattern of a sentence grows out of the thought 
it expresses and from its relation to the other sentences around it. 
Good sentences result from sound thinking. 
' Most of us were brought up on the definition "A sentence is a 
group of words with a subject and predicate that expresses a complete 
thought." There are weaknesses in this traditional definition, easily 
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demonstrated by two easily checked observations: (1) The best 
writers often write sentences that lack subject, verb, or both, and 
educated speakers thiiik nothing of using such sentences: "Stop!" 
or "Quiet!" as in commands, or more frequently in answering ques- 
tions, "What do you want for lunch?" 'Tomato and lettuce sand- 
wiches." "With mayonnaise?" "Yes." (2) On the other hand, a 
great many sentences do not express complete thoughts within them- 
selves, even though they contain subject and verb. "They reported 
what happened." This is grammatically a complete sentence, but it 
does not tell us ^ho tkey are, what happened, or when it happened. 
That is, this single sentence does not tell us these essential matters, 
though it is likely the sentences before and after it make everything 
quite clear. 

It is in the niatter of sentence study that the new scientific grammars 
differ most conspicuously from traditional grammar. In the formal 
study of traditional grammar, the chief emphasis was placed on 
analysis, on breaking ?l sentence down and classifying its parts (and 
often on model sentences in what many times turned out to be Rube 
Goldberg-like concoctions!). By contrast, the newer grammars arc 
concerned with synthesis. In generative grammar, for instance, the 
child is acquainted with the basic pattern of English sentences and 
then encouraged to produce (that is, "generate") good sentences of 
his own. 

The newer grammars are neither simpler nor easier to learn than 
the traditional grammar that was set down by eighteenth-century 
scholars and that has been our sole approach to the study of English 
In the two centuries since. The new grammars, however, do have 
the virtue of honesty— they are the product of scholars who have 
looked at English with scientific detachment and have set out to 
describe how the language, as they see it, works. Unlike the eigh- 
teenth-century grammarians, modern scholars are not handicapped 
by sentimental attachment to the ancient and moribund languages of 
Latin and Greek. Instead they are looking at the living English that 
wc speak and write today. Though English depends less upon gram- 
mar than any other of the world's major languages, except Chinese, it 
is still a highly complex language. Any description of its grammar 
is bound to be complex. 

Whatever the approach, the main focus of any grammar is the 
sentence, however it is defined. People begin early and continue to 
use sentences all of their lives. In their everyday affairs, they accom- 
plish this quite independently of the "study" of grammar. But for 
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cultural, if not for practical reasons, any person who aims at a 
"higher" education has no rational excuse for not exploring thoroughly 
the structure and operation of his native language according to some 
orderly system. If he requires a practical reason, the demand for 
precision in scholarly, professional, and important business writing 
often calls for ability to recognize and rearrange the structure of all 
parts of a sentence. 

We remind you at this point of the PTA member who asks, "Why 
doesn't the school teach more grammar?" And we call attention to 
his generalization. There are some children who simply do not have 
the mental equipment to make sense of even the simplest of the 
abstractions of grammar, though for their purposes they may speak 
English well enough. There is a larger group for whom high school 
is the terminus of their education. They are students who for voca- 
tional reasons are very much interested in learning standard informal 
usage but are not much concerned, if at all, with theoretical matters. 
They are capable intellectually of grasping the simpler principles of 
grammar, but intensive exposure is more likely to result in antag- 
onistic attitudes toward the language than to produce notable im- 
provement in its use. There is no evidence to show that detailed study 
of grammar helps these children. A smaller group at the top, however, 
find the study of grammatical theory not only interesting, but to an 
unknown extent they probably apply it to their own writing. Whatever 
their assessed or real alnlity level, however, most children need habits 
of good usage more than they need knowledge of grammar. 

In other words, there is no easy answer to the often voiced plea for 
the teaching of more grammar. For improved writing, most young 
people probably need and will profit more from the better teaching 
of good speech, composition, and literature than from an intensive 
study of grammar. In this respect, teachers today are faced too often 
with an unsolvable dilemma when they set up their courses of study 
in English. What it boils down to is — "to study grammar, or not to 
study grammar" — and if we do, how much, and which? 

THE ROLE OF THE PARAGRAPH 

Important as paragraphing is and much as is said about it in the 
textbooks, most young writers have considerable trouble learning to 
write good paragraphs, and not without reason! 

For one thing, when books and teachers talk about paragraphs they 
usually have in mind only one kind — ^the logically developed exposi- 
tory paragraph. This type of paragraph occurs mainly in rather 
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formal material that few children, and not a great many adults, find 
very often in their general reading. In fiction, advertising, and news- 
papers, which are for most people the main sources of reading 
materials, the paragraph indentation serves an entirely different pur- 
pose from that in expository writing. It is not really surprising, 
therefore, or rare, to find students whose 'dea of paragraphing is to 
indent every third or fourth sentence, "because it looks better that 
way." What tiiis means, of course, is that it looks more familiar to 
them; it is the only kind of paragraphing they have been exposed to 
in most of their reading. 

More misleading, perhaps, is the way in which many English 
teachers approach the writing process. Instead of stressing the 
"wholeness" of a composition, their entire emphasis is on the "parts." 
They see writing as a simple process of choosing words, putting words 
into sentences, grouping sentences into paragraphs, and of stringing 
enough paragraphs together, and at the end of the process, presto, a 
composition! This sequence seems logical enough^ but an experienced 
writer who has carefully examined his modus operandi can testify 
that this is not the way writing takes place. 

The good writer does not start with individual words that he puts 
together like building blocks. He starts with a subject, an idea of 
some complexity and (to him, at least) of importance. His first step is 
to break this large subject down into its main parts, which will help 
him to determine many of his paragraph divisions. Not until he has 
organized his thinking in this way (in more important compositions 
even to the extent of writing down a formal outline) is he ready to 
deal with sentences and words. Good expository paragraphing is, 
then, largely a matter of organizing and structuring one's major ide^ 
on a given subject. 

The ability to plan and write good expository paragraphs is espe- 
cially important to the child who is headed for college, because he 
will be asked to write a great many formal expository papers, not 
just in English, but in all of his college courses. The upper elementary 
years are not too early for such children to begin developing their 
recognition of topical ?jntences and especially of the importance of 
supporting details. Conversely, an understanding of-the structure of 
a formal paragraph is as important to a reader as it is to a writer. 

This chapter has presented, much too briefly, some of the major 
matters that your child will be concerned with in learning to write his 
native language. It has tried to place some of these items, grammar 
and good sentences, for instance, in perspective. How much you can 
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help your child with these rather technical aspects of writing depends, 
of course, upon your own skill and experience as a writer. If your 
knowledge is limited to what you yourself learned from textbooks a 
generation or more ago, you will be wise to let the teacher do the 
teaching of these important matters. You can perhaps be most helpful 
by making sure that your child is provided with well-written books 
and magazines and by encouraging him to read them. If by chance 
he permits you to read what he writes, your role should be that of 
the interested and sympathetically critical reader. But remember that 

children are normally and notoriously allergic to parental criticism 

so find less to criticize than to praise in your child's writing! 
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If having something to say is the starting point of good writing, then 
certainly the English teacher must give considerable time and atten- 
tion to helping his students discover the ideas and impressions that 
lie untapped in even the least talented minds. Not only must he be- 
come fully aware of what they want to talk and write about, but he 
must go a g^ant step further and infer what they can think and write 
about: This is an important distinction, because left to their own 
devices, children quite naturally choose to write on the least resistant 
topics. Guided toward more challenging subjects, as likely as not 
they discover new interests that can open all kinds of doors. 

It is no more possible to generalize about the interests of children 
than it is of adults. Like the rest of us, children too are individuals. 
A teacher-r-on the basis of past experience — might state confidently, 
for instance, that the care and breeding of pets is a unique interest of 
ninth-grade students, then find in the next moment a third-grade 
hamster-raising specialist or a twelfth-grade homing pigeon fancier 
to confound his generalization. Yet in spite of the inevitable excep- 
tions, there is a recognizable pattern in children's interests, as veteran 
teachers and parents can attest. 

As a beginning writer, the. child is likely to be a realist, reflecting 
his microcosmic world with sometimes painful clarity, examining it 
with simple logic. He likes to talk about his adventures— the Thanks- 
giving trip to Grandmother's, holding the new baby, the skinned 
knee. He talks about family secrets in a candid way that would cause 
his parents extreme anguish if they knew. (Teachers, though they 
take no "Hippocratic" oath, fortunately have a well-developed sense 
of decency about this sort of thing!) He reports on his playmates, 
his home, his neighborhood. And, of course, there are always the pets. 
He writes lucidly and directly about these things, presenting his world 
as he sees it, with little or no attempt to ornament or change it. All 
this is true of "typical" beginning writers; but there are those wliose 
parents have steeped them in imaginative folk tales and stories of 
46 
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fantasy — classic and modem; and many of these children write of 
make-believe situations and characters and concoct intriguing though 
simple plots. 

A child in the elementary school gains ever-widening horizons as 
he learns of the far away and the long ago, reads books of fiction and 
fact, and learns to use reference books in his pursuit of knowledge. 
Alert teachers contrive to take advantage of situations that give reason 
for him to write reports, explanations, and stories featuring the 
knowledge that he as an individual has sought and acquired. Thus 
many a child goes into the junior high school with attitudes and 
abilities favorable to continued purposeful writing. 

However, when the child enters the junior high school years 
(normally at age twelve) and his sophistication begins to develop, 
evidences of shrewdness, caution, and affectation are likely to show 
in his writing. Social pressures from without and the inner personal 
worries that mark the onset of adoles^^^nce be^n to affect him. 
Though some children continue to report r leir world with innocence, 
others — and especially boys — begin to hide themselves in sketchy, 
generalized compositions that reveal little or nothing about their 
thoughts. 

Still others, at this stage, show a strong tendency to return to 
fantasy, but not to the innocent imaginings of early childhood. The 
child who only a few years before unself-consciously reported the 
latest bitter family quarrel as if it were a normal part of life, now is 
likely to try to remake the world by writing about a happy family 
situation that he wishes were true. Or the child from an economically 
poor home writes nonchalantly about cars, clothes, and other advan- 
tages that he yearns for but is ashamed to admit are not his (though 
girls, perhaps, are more likely than boys to engage in this kind of 
verbal daydreaming). In many boys, imagination is stirred by a 
u^cdm world of monsters and supermen. 

The interests of high school writers are more difficult to generalize. 
Many children by this time have begun to develop hobbies of various 
kinds: sports, cooking, cars — and with the girls, of course, boys and 
dating. (Though sex has certainly been a topic of private discussion 
beginning in the junior liigh school years, it seldom rears its head, 
ugly or otherwise, in the public writing of adolescents, except very 
indirectly in the romanticizing of some precocious girls.) At this 
stage, manifestations of the growing sense of independence, "gripes," 
are likely to appear often in their writing; the ego is probably stronger 
and blinder than at any other age* The child resents classmates. 
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parents, teachers, school, community— anything and everything that 
tends to restrict him or to challenge his emerging, but still insecure, 
sense of self. The class composition, the editorial column, or letters 
to the editor section of the school newspaper may serve as an outlet 
for these resentments. Experienced teachers understand and make 
allowances. Unfortunately, many parents and laymen become unduly 
excited, especiaby when some more aggressive (and often more 
competent) students carry their complaints to the local press. 

In the later years of high school, as students sense the end of 
their childhood and begin to think about jobs, marriage, technical 
trammg, or college, their individual concerns and ambitions become 
increasingly apparent in the composition topics about which they 
choose to write. A substantial number of students at this age, over- 
whelmed by pressures in their personal lives, find in writing for the 
teacher, if not an ideal, at least a somewhat comforting safety valve. 
Not uncommonly he is the only confidant some students have. The 
wise teacher watchet for these "distress signals" and does not reject 
them. In .a sense, he recognizes them as a compliment, for they are 
testimony to the child's confidence in him. Here again the wisdom and 
expertness of the teacher are crucial: Shall the child be failed for 
working out his tensions rather than standing up precisely to the 
uemands of the assignment? This is a decision that every teacher 
faces, and not infrequently. 

Fortunately many teachers of English have some exposure to 
psychology and guidance in either their preservice or inservice train- 
ing; consequently they realize that it is important for children to have 
safety valves, such as writing "shockers" or "articles of protest." 
Such teachers learn to read between the lines and gain an under- 
standing of the turmoil that such papers reflect; they believe that the 
message is often far more significant than the writer's inaccuracy in 
using the technicalities of English. Those English teachers who have 
not had courses in guidance are almost sure to number among their 
colleagues one or more guidance teachers, who can help them under- 
stand the needs and the problems that students' papers often reveal. 

All that has been said so far applies mainly to the average, normal, 
numerically most common youngster. But there are others to be 
considered. There are, naturally, children of less than normal intelli- 
gence and ability, weak both in ideas and imagination, for whom 
writing is an agonizing and unsettling experience. These children, for 
the most part (though who can predict surely in what number and 
to what degree?), will spend their lives communicating almost entirely 
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in speech, not writing. How much writing and of what kind should the 
^teacher demand of them? Should they be held strictly to a single, ab- 
solute standard? These are questions that old hands at teaching often 
find more difficult to resolve than do the less experienced. 

And what about that other special group, the so-called ""gifted" 
children? While their practical-minded fifth-grade classmates are 
dealing with everyday situations and ordinary facts, these children 
have already begun to discern and to explore in their writing the 
meanings of human relationships and of complex ideas like the 
conservation of natural resources. Or, in twelfth grade, while less 
gifted classmates are considering job possibilities or marks high 
enough to permit college entrance, these precocious young people are 
pursuing the language of higher mathematics or examining the 
writings of a Hopkins, an Eliot, or a Brecht. Are their com;>osition 
needs identical with those of their less gifted classmates? Or is the 
difference -merely in degree and not in kind? 

If a school uses a "track system," with specially designed programs 
for the slow, the average, and gifted groups, some of the problems 
arising from such human differences may be partly solved. But only 
some and only partly! Besides, new problems of human relationship 
and personal development are created. Statistics are not available as 
to the number of schools in the country using ability grouping on a 
large scale. It seems fair to estimate that half or more of the schools 
still operate, for all practical purposes, as single-track schools. This is 
particularly true of elementary and junior high schools, though many 
now are adding special services (remedial reading specialists, guidance 
personnel, coordinators, and other consultants) to help care for the 
needs of typical students, whether average, retarded, or gifted. We 
should say, perhaps, that the ability grouping that characterizes a 
multiple-track system has not been found to be an unqualified suc- 
cess. It has been shown that children of superior ability gain human 
understanding and ability to appreciate the contributions of less able 
children who have integrity, willingness to work, reliability, and who 
may be particularly apt in music, art, dramatics, or sports. Separated 
into special groups, they miss this important human experience. 

But "special services" do not change the basic teaching problem 
in classes whose pupils may range from the retarded to the genius. 
The teacher of writing faces, in these classes, a particularly complex 
task in setting up meaningful and exciting composition assignments 
that will ejtcourage each child to perform to the best of his ability* 
Happily, the more expert teachers of English do just that! 
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WRITING ON ASSIGNED TOPICS 

Thus far we have been talking about the liatural interests of chil- 
dren—the kinds of topics they turn to if left to their own devices. 
But most compositions are written, it seems safe to assume, on topics 
if not assigned, at least initiated, by the teacher. Most students actu- 
ally prefer to have the topic furnished them. A completely free 
assignment like "Write a composition for tomorrow on any topic you 
choose" paralyzes the majority of young writers. 

It is not that any one of these students lacks interesting and 
worthwhile material to write about; it is simply that the directions are 
so formless that in their inexperience young writers have trouble 
focusing on a workable topic. The purpose of the writing is not 
stated, so that for most of the students, "purpose" becomes little more 
than fulfilling an obligation and escaping a zero in the teacher's record 
book. Such a purpose is not likely to produce good writing, and 
seldom does. 

Unhappily, too many composition assignments of this general type 
are handed out by inadequately trained and unimaginative teachers. 

At the other extreme from the teacher who gives his pupils little or 
no direction in choosing topics is the one who assigns narrowly re- 
stricted topics without reference to students' interests or abilities or 
backgrounds. "For tomorrow write a 500-word composition on 
Hamlet's father's ghost." Any normally intelligent high school 
student might well ask why he should have to write such a paper. 
A few of the more gifted may turn out charming or even perceptive 
compositions on the topic, but the bulk of the class will write 
incomprehensible gibberish. To encourage the writing of gibberish is 
to teach bad writing that someday must be unlearned. 

The effective teacher gives composition assignments that take into 
account both the children's interest and their abilities. He prepares 
for the assignment with discussion of the general subject from which 
the topic is to be drawn. In this discussion the \ v-rpose of the com- 
position should become clear. He will make the actual assignment 
definite, yet flexible enough to allow for varying individual viewpoints. 
He will allow pupils to ask as many questions as necessary to clarify 
in their minds the purpose and limits of the assignment. He will do all 
that he can to make the assignment meaningful to each member of the 
class. 

Such an assignment challenges a child to think for himself, yet 
bolsters his confidence by pointing out some directions in which he 
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can go. Out of a ninth-grade class discussion of family relationships, 
based on the reading of The Yearling or Tom Sawyer, should come 
twenty-five compositions on twenty-five different aspects of the prob- 
lem, each reflecting the personal experience and honest opinions of the 
writer. But if the preliminary discussion is too formalized, if the 
assignment is too narrowly restricted, if the teacher is unsympathetic 
to interrogation, then the result may easily be twenty-five car- 
bons of a stereotyped viewpoint that would have been better -left 
unexpressed. 

Whether one views classroom composition writing merely as prac- 
tice for adult writing situations or as an immediate means of develop- 
ing the child's powers of perception and thought, it, has no value 
unless it is meaningful and its purpose clear to the writer. Either it 
must be based on the child's established interest or it must generate 
a new interest, in the same manner* as learning to dive less flatly or to 
play the piano with a lighter touch. The clever teacher (and parent, 
too, when the opportunity offers) is the one who understands fully 
the power of motivation and searches for ways of creating interest in 
writing that normally a child will not find for himself. In this regard, 
John Dewey once noted, "Having to say something is a different 
matter from having something to say." 

ALL-SCHOOL WRITING 

Most parents — and many teachers, tod, regrettably — have come 
to regard the teaching of writing as the sole responsibility of the 
teacher of English. No professionally minded English teacher will 
argue the fact that the bulk of formal instruction and practice does 
lie within his province — and he wants it that way. But if other subject 
matter teachers and parents do not accept a reasonable share of the 
responsibility for the child's applying what he has learned at all times, 
the English teachers' efforts are largely wasted. 

Actually, most children are asked to do, quantitatively, in their 
history, science, and other courses more writing than they are in the 
English class. Too often the subject matter teacher issues "blanket" 
assignments with no thought that he is literally inviting bad writing. 
The social studies teacher demands long outlines of material read, 
and excessively long and dull reports of generalized historical events. 
The science teacher asks for paraphrases (erroneously called "re- 
ports") of material only partly read and learned, instead of encourag- 
ing original reports of creative thinking. Because "facts" are the main 
concern of such teachers, they are likely to accept all kinds of 
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slovenly writing. And they evaluate learning of facts by giving objec- 
tive examinations, because their concern, understandably, is for the 
subject matter and not for flagrant signs of inept writing. 

What is even more deplorable, in schools that employ inadequately 
trained personnel, the teachers are often no better writers than the 
students themselves. Thus they are in no position to comment help- 
fully or to grade fairly the writing they assign. If the blame for this 
sorry condition could be pinpointed — and it probably cannot be — 
the colleges who graduated these teachers, the state agencies who 
licensed them, and the local authorities who hired them must share 
it in common. 

Here and there, a college (and even, in a few instances, a high 
school) has recognized this problem and has made a valiant effort to 
enlist the cooperation of all of itf; faculty in the endless effort to 
improve the quality of undergraduate writing. The initial burst of 
enthusiasm has, sometimes, reportedly produced favorable results. 
But as time wears on and the effort and tune needed to coordinate 
and maintain the interest of geology, economics, and psychology 
professors become greater, the English department becomes disillu- 
sioned and gives up the battle. The fact that even some members of 
college English departments refuse to accept responsibility for the 
writing of their students is, of course, no incentive for their colleagues 
in other departments to do so. 

What is true of college English departments in this respect is also 
true, though to a lesser extent, in many high schools, Here and there 
a high school makes a short-lived effort to maintain an "all-school" 
approach to the improvement of student writing. Only at the elemen- 
tary level, where a single teacher is responsible for all subject matter 
as well as for the teaching of writing, are we likely to find this kind 
of approach followed consistently. Yet even at this level, with its 
built-in, natural advantages, the effectiveness of the effort is open 
to some question, because most elementary teachers have had a 
minimal training in composition in their own college work. 

This lack of integration of subject matter and writing training is 
most unfortunate, particularly at the higher levels of high school and 
in college. Many students find in their subject matter fields the ideas 
and experiences that are most likely to elicit good writing. This is 
especially ^rue of the social sciences, where outlining and paraphras* 
ing so often serve as the mere handmaidens of reading. No simple 
solution to <his whole problem seems possible. However, in the 
English class, some practicable steps toward solution might frequently 
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be (1) to encourage each student to select composition topics in the 
subject matter areas of greatest interest to him, (2) to. have him 
write as if he had been a participant or observer of any events or 
discoveries he reports (thus he would tend to paraphrase little if at 
all), or (3) to ask him to compare conditions at the time and place 
of major concern with those prevalent at earlier or later dates, in 
other locales, or under similar conditions. That is, students should be 
encouraged to make personal evaluations of and to react to the data 
they collect for their^writing. 

One way of getting students to think through the subject matter for 
their themes is to set up small committees to deal with each of several 
tqjics such as the effects of the Crusades on West European culture, 
dangers in using antibiotics without a prescription, practical values 
of landing on the moon, or actual social conditions in England at the 
time Oliver Twist was written. Time is set .aside for small-group dis- 
cussion (each committee forming a group) to explore points of view, 
possible sources of information, and likely subtopics to serve as foci 
for individual papers. The discussion tends to personalize the topic 
for each student so that he is encouraged to seek data to support and 
clarify the points he wishes to present. His fellow committee members 
become prospective judges who evaluate the authenticity and logic 
of his presentation. (His English teacher might be relatively unin- 
formed on such specialized subjects but could objectively decide 
whether the paper reflected thorough preparation, substantiating facts 
gained from reliable sources, logical development, appropriate vocab- 
ulary u?ed to make meanings clear, and other j:haracteristics of 
writing that convey ideas effectively to the reader.) 

THE SCIENCE "BOOM" AND V^RITING 

The burgeoning emphasis upon .scie:ice has had its effect upon 
the teaching of English, as it has upon all other school offerings. In 
a culture that is saturated with respect for and faith in the "scientific 
process," this is hardly to be wondered at. Whereas only a few 
decades ago humanistic scholars looked "down their noses" at their 
colleagues in the science departments, "research" is a common term 
today among students of literature — and the capitulation has gone so 
far that even poetry is being offered in machine-like programed 
"sets." 

The influence of this curr^t commitment to science is felt in the 
composition program in a variety of ways — in the attempt to make 
new concepts of grammar functional in the writing process, in the 
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concern with the semantic properties of words, and even to a marked 
degree in the choice of topics for writing. 

Forty years ago, it was still fairly common for graduating seniors 
to be required to write a formal "literary" paper or to deliver an 
equally formal oration upon some topic from the humanities. The 
oration has fallen by the wayside. Today it is more common for 
schools to require a "research paper" (or a "resource theme") from 
at least its college-bound students. A large portion of these papers 
deal with topics from the sciences. In all of them, the main emphasis 
is no longer on rhetoric; it is on the careful selection, organization, 
and reporting of facts. For better or worse, ringing rhetoric on "The 
Glory of Mankind — ^His Conscience" has given way to the precise, 
orderly report on "The Mating Habits of the Auk"— with only 
slight exaggeration. 

Concern about the quality (or as charged, the lack of it) in much 
student writing has resulted in a lively side debate about the merits 
of the "research theme." Many college teachers have condemned 
this particular kind of writing, urging the high school teachers to con- 
centrate upon "the fundamentals of writing" and to leave the 
specialized forms to them. On the other hand, many college students 
who did not receive this special training in high school report that 
though almost every department in the college requires such papers, 
at no point are they taught specifically how to prepare them. 

Both sides have their points. The critics are certainly right when 
they point to high school "research themes" that are mere, rehashes 
of encyclopedia articles, dashed off at the eleventh hour— and often 
graded "excellent" by teachers so overburdened that they cannot 
look beyond the bulk of the writing, the neat typing, the impressive 
bibliography. In one reported instance, an eighth-grader who handed 
in an 80-page typed social studies report, copied almost verbatim 
from her sources, received an A. Her classmates who had put at least 
some thoughtful effort into their much briefer and for the most part 
handwritten, more difficult to read papers received substantially lower 
grades. 

Yet to condemn teaching the process of collecting, organizing, and 
reporting materials in clear English, even at the elementary level in 
an age that' places such a high value on science, just doesn't make 
sense. Though he does so obviously at a much less sophisticated level, 
the fifth-grader is as capable as the professionally trained entymologist 
of observing the anticsfof the ant — and of reporting what he sees. 
The fault does not lie with the assignment or with the student, but 
with the teacher who fails, first, to show the student exactly how to 
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do the job, and second, to make clear the difference between 
plagiarism and honest reporting. 

Properly taught, the research theme offers a ready-made context 
withm which students can be taught such necessary skills as reading 
for information, notetaking, library research, organization of ideas, 
and more* No one expects a high school student, however talented, 
to produce a doctoral thesis. There is no reason, though, why he 
should not learn in simple form the reseaich^ process that he will be 
expected to use in many areas of his future endeavor. To urge post- 
poning until college the introduction of the student to the research 
• process is about as sensible as barring a child from taking until he 
is six years old on the premise that he is then better able to learn to 
talk. . 

When a child is assigned a research theme to write, the important 
responsibility of the parent is to keep him "honest" and to keep him 
working under his own steam. Where possible, the parent should 
guide the child to the facts but not supply them; discuss possible 
sources of information — the encyclopedia or World Almanac, the 
reference librarian at the public library, the knowledgeable neighbor 
to be interviewed, the downtown Bureau to be queried, the files of 
old newspapers in the "library" at the Evening Stat% Above all, the 
parent should impress upon him the importance of initiative, of per- 
sistence, of thoughtful conclusions — let the grades fall where they 
may! A parent who is so ambitious for his child that he tries to do 
the work for him is merely preparing his child for a bad shock later 
on in business or in college. 

One absolute essential for out-of-school work on compositions is 
that the parent help his child to find a place and a time for study that 
is free of interruption and disturbance. If home is necessarily a 
crowded, noisy place, then the child should be helped to find a quiet 
spot where he can work well — ^at Grandmother's, at a classmate's 
home, at a study center set up at the YMCA or other public place. 
The requirements of writing cannot compete with the excitement of 
television or the nonnal jostle of the family living room. 

LITERATURE AS A SOURCE OF IDEAS FOR WRmNG 

No hard and fast statement can be given about the use«of literature 
as a source for topics in composition* Certainly the college-bound 
student should be able to take a literary work and discuss its ideas 
in terms of the writer's purpose as well as of his own experience. To 
expect a student who can barely read even the simplest materials to 
assume the role of "literary critic" seems rather ridiculous. Yet there 
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is no reason why even this student cannot react intelligently in writing 
to literary works that are appropriate to his understanding level and 
his interests. 

Next to personal experience, reading is our richest source of ideas. 
From it we obtain practically the only information that is available 
about the generations of people who preceded us on this planet. From 
it, too, we get much of our understanding of ourselves as human 
beings. Some teachers, unfortunately, regard each book or other 
literary work as a kind of museum specimen, and the reaction they 
demand of the child is the cut-and-dried ritual of the formal "book 
report." 

In some ways children are like Pavlov's dogs. After they bum their 
hands enough times on a hot stove, they learn to avoid the stove. 
After they have been penalized enough times by having formal 
reports assigned for each book they read, many children (then, and 
later as adults) learn to avoid books — even when no teacher is 
around to require a report! We do not, as adults, read books in order 
to write formal reports on them. We do like to discuss the books we 
read, however; and if we really like them, we may even talk and write 
to our friends about them. 

If the literature read in school makes any kind of impression upon 
young people (and we Imow that upon most of them it does), then 
it cannot fail to be a source of many of their ideas. A good deal of 
their writing, therefore, should center upon the people, the events, 
the problems about which they read as well as those they meet face 
to face in the world of actual experience. The best writing occurs 
when the reading and the living experience are congruent. 

PLAGIARISM AND THE STUDENT WRITER 

What a comfort it would be not to feel required to touch formally 
upon the subject of plagiarism in student writing! But unhappily there 
are students who, with premeditation or by accident, do plagiarize. 
Worse, there are parents who encourage them to do so, directly by 
example— or unintentionally by subjecting them to unbearable pres- 
sure."- to make the "right" college, to bring home a "good" report 
card, or most commonly, perhaps, to escape a "failing" grade. 

Some of this plagiarism is innocent and perhaps unavoidable where 
students substitute subconsciously remembered words and ideas for 
original thought and expression. Less easily rationalized is the 
plagiarism of the child who, because of poor planning or because of 
unreasonable assignments, pursues the easy course — handing in work 
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copied from that of classmates or even from published sources. This 
is nol the place to discuss the implications of the apparent fact that 
this kind of dishonesty is more prevalent among college-age students 
than among those in the lower schools. But it is a matter that every 
responsible parent — and college teacher — should ponder long and 
deeply. 

Not to be pardoned at all, of course, is the student who sets out 
deliberately to plagiarize either for "kicks" or for personal advance- 
ment. Such students (and parents who abet them) are not at all 
interested in the honor that such grades can produce. This kind of 
dishonesty is on a par with robbing a cash register or committing a 
fraud. It is, in fact, a crime punishable by law, though at the school 
level it seldoiH if ever finds its way to the courts. One can hardly 
discount the analogy, however, that the tree grows in the same direc- 
tion as the twig is bent. 

At times, to be sure, the problem rests as much with pedagogy as 
with morality. In any subject field a teacher with poor preparation 
or an impossible student load may even encourage the cheater. He 
may, for instance, make dull stereotyped assignments that fail to 
challenge the student's interest or ability. When written work is not 
checked, poorly motivated students find it more comfortable to hand 
in someone else's writing than to make the effort of producing their 
own (even good writers may lose interest when they sense that they 
have no "audience"). Caught in a pressure for "higher standards," 
the teacher may set impossible assignments or judge writing by 
standards beyond all reasonable achievement. Some teachers by their 
negative approach may actually create an atmosphere of contest with 
their students, the object of which is to outwit one another — not to 
improve writing skills. "We figured Mr. Green sat up nights scheming 
ways to keep us from cheating, so naturally we all tried to fool him," 
one student reported. And in the faculty room, Mr. Green was 
probably saying to his colleagues, "What's wrong with this genera- 
tion? All they think about is getting out of work. I wouldn't trust one 
of them!" On the surface of it, the problem seems to lie in part with 
whom the schools employ to teach, and with the conditions and 
loads undt r which the teachers work. But even here, the problem 
has its roots in the mores and attitudes of our society. 

Of all teachers, the teacher of English is in the best position to 
encourage a respect for honesty in writing — and for honesty in prin- 
ciple, it might be added. Countless testimonials to the decisive influ- 
ence of a teacher's positive attitude are on record in countless 
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guidance offices. "We just never thought of trying to cheat in Miss 
Smith's classes," or "Somehow Mr. Brown made us all feel that he 
trusted us all the way, so naturally no one cheated." 

By takmg into account the interests and abilities of his students 
when he makes assignments, by stressing self-improvement instead 
of grades, and by providing a sincerely interested audience for most 
pieces of student composition, the teacher can do his share to cut 
down materially the incidents of plagiarism. In the long run, how- 
ever, the solution to the problem remains in the hands of our whole 
society. 
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Books about "how to write," almost without exception, are the works 
of either frustrated run-of-the-mill or only part-time authors. Though 
the teacher-author may write about the writing process, the ful^-time 
author seldom takes time to. Though the top rank or professional 
writer may on occasion let slip clues to how he personally writes, 
he never oflfers a fool-proof formula. He knows too well the role 
that individuality plays in his demanding art. He knows that one 
writer may be content if ia a day he manages to turn out 200 words, 
whereas another in the same length of time may write 2,000. He 
knows that one writer may stop to polish and revise details as he 
writes, whereas another sketches in the outlines of his ideas roughly, 
leaving the revision till another day. One writer can work only with 
a pencil containing lead of a certain softness; another can compose 
only on the typewriter. One can collect his thoughts only in the dark 
of the night, writing from midnight till dawn; another rises at dawn 
and writes until lunch time. And thus it goes, each writer establishing 
habits of work that he finds more efficient and congenial than any 
others. 

We suspect that most writers, if they had to, could adapt them- 
selves to a different set of habits, but our point here is the more 
general one that successful writers do have habits and do practice a 
systematic approach to their work, whatever it may be. For most 
writers, these systems grow out of the trial-and-error efforts of their 
school days. Both teachers and parents would do well, therefore, to 
encourage children to systematize their writing practices at an early 
age, though in doing so they should take account of each child's 
physical, emotional, and mental capacities — and handicaps. What- 
ever the child grows up to be — novelist, doctor, lawyer, salesman, or 
housewife holding office in a community club or aid society — the 
ability to gather, organize, and express ideas in an orderly, rather 
than a haphazard, way will be of crucial value. However, while urg- 
ing orderly work habits, the parent or teacher must avoid the danger 
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of putting on pressure in such a way as to stifle the inclination to 
write. Genius ordinarily finds its own order and is well insulated 
against any limitation that it finds offensive, but the less gifted can 
more easily lose spontaneity and willingness to produce if external 
working conditions are overoiganized. 

Everyone's life— student's, parent's, teacher's— would be ever so 
much more comfortably simple if there were a single, definable way 
to develop writing skill. But this is not the case. Perhaps the old folk 
saying "There's more than one way to skin a skunk*' applies here; 
perhaps it doesn't. At any rate, here are a few of the more important 
matters in composition teaching about which there is wide disagree- 
ment. College professors and high school teachers with impressive 
records of successful classroom experience speak both for and against 
each practice; perhaps, therefore, the only sensible position for a 
parent to take is that of watchful observer. If ycur child appears to 
be learning successfully to write, then whatever system the teacher 
is using must be right— or at least is doing no harm. On the other 
hand, the fact that a particular student's writing shows little or no 
improvement does not necessarily prove that the system is at fault, 
because many factors are at work — social and sexual drives, eco- 
nomic pressures, environmental influences, academic stimulation. 
This admittedly is the kind of statement that parents (especially if 
they are critical of the school) find hard to swallow. Yet in justice 
to the facts, these factors cannot be casually set aside. They do 
influence the way a person works — whether in school or out. 

THE DAILY THEME VERSUS SPACED 
WRITING ASSIGNMENTS 

The every-student-write-a-theme-a-day formula originated at Har- 
vard University in 1884. For years Harvard freshmen submitted a 
composition each day, whether or not they really had anything to 
say. In time. Harvard abandoned this system, but not before many 
secondary teachers of English throughout the country had come to 
regard it as the ideal way to teach writing— though their large class 
loads prevented most from adopting it. 

On paper, the theme-a-day approach to writing makes sense, for 
theoretically the more often a person practices any skill, the more 
proficient he should become. Critics of this approach point out, how- 
ever, that good writing results only when the writer has something 
that he considers important to say — and most people do hot have 
something important to say every day* Most teachers with their over- 
sized classes, critics point out, cannot possibly read and evaluate a 
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theme a day. Yet without an interested and critical reader, writing 
is likely to become pointless busywork, because the writer must have 
a recognizable purpose in what he says. The purpose primarily is 
(or should be) communication. The student writer who does not 
visualize his reader, who is writing merely to fulfill the requirements 
of an assignment, seldom succeeds in communicating anything but 
his paucity of ideas. 

As yet there is no scientific evidence to indicate whether an auto- 
matic assignment of this kind produces better results than a thought- 
ful piece of writing composed at less frequent intervals, though as 
nearly as can be judged, the majority of teachers today seem to favor 
the occasional well-thought-out theme, which they have time to read 
carefully and to comment on. 

In antithesis to the theme-a-day philosophy is the "permissive" 
concept of "write whenever you think you have something to say." 
Given such an assignment, some children with a built-in instinct for 
writing manage well enough, but the large majority of students who 
need more definite direction are lost. So far as we know, no public 
school today advocates this method, though here and there an indi- 
vidual teacher may practice it on his own. If he is an exceptional 
teacher, but only so, he may obtain desirable results. 

LONG VERSUS SHORT COMPOSITIONS 

"I^ng" and "short" are relative words so that it is never very clear 
what is meant when either is applied to a piece of writing. "Short," 
for example, may apply to a single paragraph, to a 300-word paper, 
or to a novel like Hersey's A Single Pebble. Yet in the classroom these 
words do suggest some practical limitations. To most teachers a 
short paper probably connotes one that is written "out of the head" 
with a minimum' of planning and outlining, and likely completed 
within a class period or less. A long paper, on the other hand, is one 
that requires reading and investigation, that leans on a formal outline. 
It runs from 500 to i,000 words or more in length, and it may 
require days, even weeks, to complete. In college, these are com- 
monly called "term papers." 

A topic of frequent debate among composition teachers is the 
importance of one or the other in the teaching of writing. Despite 
the argument on the one side that the short 4heme, even the single 
paragraph, offers the writer practice in every aspect of good com- 
position, and on the other side, that a short paper cannot possibly 
develop the ability to plan and carry thought through a sustained 
piece of writing, tl:''. debate seems rather academic. 
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This is not, after all, an either-or issue. Who can question that 
students should have practice in writing both long and short papers? 
How many of each they should be asked to write, however, brings 
us back to the .;ry practical problem of class size and teacher load. 
Ideally, in che upper years of high school, a teacher with a daily 
load of 100 students should ask for at least two long papers of no 
fewer than 1,000 words each per semester. When these papers are 
not Jn process, the teacher should require one short composition of 
between 100 and 300 words at least every two weeks. 

At the junior high school and intermediate level (grades 4 to 6), 
compositions should naturally be shorter. Teachers of intermediate 
grades certainly should be able to read a minimum of one-page or 
page-and-a-half compositions from each child each week— unless, 
of course, they are saddled with abnormally large classes, which too 
frequently is the case. Probably most elementary school children 
write much more at times. Junior high school teachers, especially at 
the seventh- and eighth-grade levels, should resist the temptation to 
apply high school standards <particularly unreasonably long com- 
position assignments), just as high school teachers must realize that 
they are not teaching mature college students. 

The amount of writing required, however, should and must vary 
in terms of the grade level. A third-grader of modest ability, for ex- 
ample, should not be expected to write more than a brief story or 
paragraph of a few sentences; the precocious primary child can and 
will write at much greater length. A fair expectation for a sixth- 
grader might be three or four coherent paragraphs. A ninth-grader 
should also be able to write three or four coherent paragraphs, but 
these paragraphs should be much more fully developed than the sixth- 
grader's. The high school junior may well be asked ;o write carefully 
developed themes of 300 to 500 words on extemporaneous subjects, 
or as many as 1,000 words when he is given adequate time to gather 
material on his subject. The New York State Regents examination 
in English for eleventh- and twelfth-graders contains a composition 
question that requires the writing of a 250- to 300-word composition 
on any one of about fifteen widely differing topics. The student has 
approximately one hour to devote to this part of the examination. 
This examination, however, is designed for students in roughly the 
upper 50 per cent of' ability who are preparuig for college. 

But length again, as we have noted, is relative. The object in 
writing is not to turn out a certain number of words to satisfy the 
teacher's assignment. The aim of all writing should be to say what 
one has to say; when there is nothing more to say, the writer should 
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Stop. Too much emphasis on length requirements inevitably pro- 
duces student writers who waste valuable time on counting words — 
time that could more profitably be spent on revision. It is common 
knowledge that one writer may take 500 words to say what another 
writer can say as well in 100 words. For this reason, some teachers 
prefer to make composition assignments in terms of number of para- 
graphs or pages rather than of words. The wisest teacher sets no 
ironclad, inflexible limit at all. 

SUPERVISED VERSUS UNSUPERVISED WRITING 

Most teachers prefer to have as much of the composition work 
done in class as possible for a number of reasons. First, they believe 
that more can be accomplished by teaching during the actual act of 
writing than by lecturing about what should or should not be done 
before and after the fact. They can make certain that conditions sur- 
rounding the writing act are as ideal as possible. Most important, if 
the child is in doubt or has a question regarding the work, he can 
immediately confer with the teacher. 

Perhaps your child has perfect Qonditions under which to write 
and study zX home, but for many children this is not true. Though 
guidance councelors try their best to keep teachers informed about 
children with environmental handicaps, with today's spiraling- en- 
rollments, their information is only partially complete. A goodly 
number of students literally have no place in which to do their home- 
work. Living in homes with inadequate space, blaring televisions, 
lack of facilities (such as desks, good lighting, or ink), and too often 
surrounded by adults unsympathetic to either the process or the aims^ 
of study, far too many able students have no place to do school work 
once they are outside the schouL The plight of reluctant students 
is even more hopeless, because they lack the will to learn even when 
study conditions are ideal. 

Under such adverse circumstances, a few of the more fortunate 
may find study space in the neighborhood library or in a friend's 
home where facilities may be more favorable. (Some cities have 
volunteer organizations that sponsor and run study halls in public 
buildings; college or university students monitor these halls for the 
experience of working with children.) But for many students, these 
substitutes for good study conditions at home are not available. 

Another reason some teachers prefer to supervise personally the 
writing of their students is one they do not like to discuss publicly. 
This is the unhappy fact that some students, for one reason or an- 
other, fail to understand the moral issue involved in submitting work 
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not their own. It is true that we live in an age of "committee" projects, 
from which we will never escape (and modem students should be 
given plenty of practice in committee writing); nevertheless, "copy- 
ing someone else*s report" is not good committee procedure. Cer- 
tainly it is not a way to develop one*s skill in written expression. Or 
one*s moral character either! 

Worse yet, some parents, having been unduly panicked by the 
current stress on "high grades" in the race for college entrance, too 
easily delude themselves into believing it perfectly all right to help 
their children write better compositions — to the point where teachers 
are sometimes not sure (though they have strong suspicions) about 
whose compositions they are reading. (The preceding chapter dis- 
cussed the general problem of plagiarism. Here the concern is with 
the more subtle issue of parent-child "collaboration.") You may be- 
lieve that the teacher should speak out loud and clear against such 
dishonesty, but the problem is not so easily solved. When absolute 
proof is lacking, a teacher has to be even more cautious about making 
accusations than a store detective in picking up a shoplifter. If the 
teacher doesn't see the parent actually at work, and the possibility 
of doing so is negligible, how can he do more than make polite and 
subtle insinuations? Because parents of this kind are obviously lack- 
ing in principle, and because children tend to accept and imitate the 
morality (or lack of it) of the parent, about the only course open 
to the teacher is to observe the child in the actual process of writing. 
This is possible, of course, only in the classroom. 

Under this system, as in every policing effort, honest students are 
in some respects penalized. Some children who are able writers find 
the classroom atmosphere distracting. Others have good conditions at 
home for study and writing, and parents who understand the purposes 
of education. But we do not mean to exaggerate the incidence of_ 
dishonesty in this connection. Actually, the alert, experienced teacher 
tias little difficulty distinguishing the child who is doing his own work 
from the child who is not. Insofar as he is able, he provides com- 
pensatory opportunities for the sincere student to demonstrate his 
ability in every way possible, both in and out of class. 

THE "WORKED-OVER" COMPOSITION VERSUS 
THE "QUICKIE'' 

Related to the preceding problem is that of the relative value of 
the quickly written, extemporaneous paper as com^pared to the for- 
mally planned and carefully revised composition. Is the child who can 
"toss off** a good piece of writing to be considered superior to the 
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one who must have time to mull over and change in some way almost 
every word and sentence that he writes? Here we might turn to pro- 
fessional writers for a clue. At Fort Ticonderoga Museum are some 
original manuscripts of Kenneth Roberts' historical novels— thick 
logbooks in which he has written his novels longhand on the left- 
hand pages; the right-hand pages, reserved for revisions, are almost 
completely blank! For a more famous example, we can point to 
Keats', sonnet "On First Looking into Chapman's Homer," which 
the poet reportedly delivered to a friend within a few hours of the 
time that he wrote it. For every one of these examples, though, we 
can cite writers who agonize over each separate work they write and 
who take years to complete each piece. In other words, we cannot 
generalize, for most successful writers are in agreement that their 
best writing is "one tenth genius and nine tenths sweat." 

Again we are not dealing with an either-or issue. Students should 
have a varied experience — through practice, almost anyone becomes 
more skillful and fadle at saying quickly what lies at the top of his 
mind. But some people will always need a longer gestation period 
for their ideas than others. And a good deal of our writing is too 
important to be dashed off like a note to the milkman. This fact 
applies as surely to young beginning writers as to mature profes- 
sionals. 

If good writing is basically the product of good thinking, then 
perhaps the advantage finally lies with those writers who think about 
and work over their original statements for a considerable time before 
exposing them to the reader, or in the case of students, to the teacher. 

THE WRmNG LIFE OF THE ADULT 

The major emphasis in composition textbooks is on the practicality 
of knowing how to write well. But what exactly does this mean? Is it 
a matter of using the right punctuation? Of accurate spelling? Of 
choosing the most effective words? Of logical paragraphing? Of sound 
thinking? Or is it the judicious combination of all these matters, plus 
others? 

We have to be realistic. At certain times, any one of these factors 
may determine the effectiveness of a given piece of writing. But if 
we judge by the whole body of writing, both literary and nonliterary, 
we must quickly concede that the common denominator of all good 
writing is clear thinking. Whether one is writing a letter to the In- 
ternal Revenue Service, a sonnet on the power of love, or a recipe 
for the parish cookbook, honesty, good sense, relevance, and accu- 
racy of thought are most likely to spell success. 
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What are the main kinds of writing in which adults are likely to 
engage? 

1. Letter writing. In their business, social, and personal affairs 
most adults find letter writing unavoidable. (If especially successful 
in their work or profession, of course, they may find that dictating 
to a secretary rather than actual writing is the skill they need!) 

2. Report writing. In this modem age, clearly written reports arc 
demanded of doctors, politicians, educators, executives, generrJs, and 
PTA workers, to mention only a few. 

3. Advertising copy writing. A growing army of writers are en- 
gaged in creating advertising copy for our larger industrial and agri- 
cultural producers. Most small businessmen, however, have to write 
their own advertising copy. 

4. Journalistic writing. This type of writing ranges from the com- 
mittee member seeking publicity for the annual church supper to tne 
board of education member trying to get the facts of a bond issue 
before the public. The number of ordinary citizens who find them- 
selves engaged in writing for press, radio, or television is increasing 
constantly. 

5. Writing for publication. Though only a relatively few of those 
who try to become famous novelists, poets, essayists, or playwrights 
succeed, the number of people engaged in writing material for the 
thousands of magazines, books, and other types jf publications is 
rather amazing and increases notably each year. By becoming a social 
hermit or an anonymous cog in some unimportant machine, a person 
might possibly live out his life without ever "taking pen in hand." In 
the face of society*s growing complexity, these methods of escape are 
not as easy to achieve as they one were. 

The College Entrance Examination Board, as well as other authori- 
tative voices, maintains that in order tc have writing properly taught 
in our schools, the English teacher must be assigned no more than 
four classes per day and a total load of not more than twenty-five 
pupils per class. As matters now stand, the majority of English 
teachers, being human beings and not martyrs, simply cut down on 
the number of compositions assigned — or, less frequently, they 
assign compositions that they make no attempt to read and correct. 
They do so with regret and with a gnawing sense of frustration. If our 
society is really concerned about the current state of student writing 
and genuinely desirous of doing something about it, then here at least 
is the first step — to create conditions that will enable English teachers 
to make use of their specialized skill, at least where the teaching of 
writing is involved. 
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In honesty it must be pointed out that simply reducing each Eng- 
lish teacher's load will not in itself imp: ve the quality of student 
writing. But with manageable class sizes, i». experience gained from 
reading a greatly increased number of student compositions, plus 
the time to confer individually with student writers, as well as to use 
other effective techniques for teaching writing, English teachers 
should be able to remove many of the causes of puUic complaint 
about the quality of student writing today. 
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Almost everyone is affected in one way or another by a writer's style, 
whether he is reading a sports column, a current best-seller, or even 
the text of a presidential address. He chuckles over a particular 
choice of words, or feels the sting of an idea because of ati adroitly 
turned phrase, or experiences a sense of pleasure at what he is 
reading that is quite divorced from its content. Most readers are 
aware of style when it is present, though they may not be able to 
describe technically exactly what it is the writer has done to create 
it. But recognizing style in the work of others is one thing; developing 
it in your own writing is quite another. 

True individuality and polish even in the sty]e oi professionals 
is the culmination of years of experience and care in writing to express 
attitudes and feelings as well as thoughts. Some children show evi- 
dences of original expression in their very early writings, possibly 
because of unusual insight, possibly because they have heard and 
read much vividly written literature. Some teachers believe that boys* 
and giris* style is the essence of their individuality preserved from 
early efforts by their having been given many opportunities to write 
what they think and feel. At any rate, a person achieves genuine 
style only after he has learned to state his ideas clearly and accu- 
rately and has developed a distinct personality that colors and shapes 
his use of language. Style heightens the effectiveness of anything we 
say or write, but it is no substitute for basic sense. Though some 
individuals seem to have been bora with an instinct for style, most 
writers develop it the hard way—by experiment followed by fre- 
quent and conscious practice. 

Actually, most writers "try on** a number of styles in the course 
of their development before they arrive finally at the style that marks 
their mature writing. This is as it should be, for no one maintains a 
static relationship to life or his fellowmen. Perhaps no profounder 
observation has even been made on the subject of style than De Buf- 
fon*s statement, "Style is the man/* 
68 
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Before a teacher begins to worry about matters of style in the 
writing of his students, he had better make certain that they can 
express their ideas reasonably well in the common, expected patterns 
of English, that they have a vocabulary adequate to their basic needs, 
that they understand the simpler workings of punctuation, and that 
they have a sense of the importance of structure both in the para- 
graph and in the whole composition. 

But at every stage of the child's development, the teacher should 
never impose restrictions or offer discouragements to the child who 
is instinctively searching for a writing style of his own. Often the 
one or two flashes of originality in handling language that appear 
occasionally in a child's paper far outweigh such other factors as 
misspelling, faulty sentences, and the like. It is no exaggeration to 
say that the greatest threat to any young writer's style is the red 
pencil in the fist of a determinedly literal teacher! 

SENSITIVITY TO LANGUAGE 

A large vocabulary may be one indication of a person's intelli- 
ge.. .e level (or his camera-mindedness), but it is no guarantee that 
he will be effective as a writer. English is blessed with one of the 
largest supplies of synonyms of any language in the worid. Was last 
evening's much publicized television spectacle abominable, corrupt- 
ing, depraved, evil, immoral, permcious, vicious, unwholesome, 
worthless—or was it merely bad? The fact that one child describes 
it as having been pernicious may be impressive, but it may also be 
inaccurate. The ability to choose the exact rather than the "big" word 
is one sign of a good writer and a sound thinker. 

This is not to say that a supply of synonyms is not a useful part 
of a student's vocabulary. In fact, the more synonyms from which a 
child has to choose the more accurate his writing will be — if he 
knows how to make the right choice. To learn to discriminate intelli- 
gently among synonyms, a speaker or a writer must understand that 
words have two kinds of meaning: denotation and connotation. The 
denotation of- a word is its exact, literal meaning as set down in the 
dictionary. Connotation is the additional meaning that a word sug- 
gests or implies. The synonyms slender and skinny share the denota- 
tion "thin; not fat." The connotation of the former is "attractively 
or becomingly thin," whereas the latter suggests "unpleasant boni- 
ness." In one way or another, most of the more important words that 
we use carry an extra meaning. Not to be aware of it is to miss a 
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good deal of what is said and written, for the full meaning of a word 
consists of both its denotation and its connotation. 

To the writer who is looking for the best words to express his 
ideas, this understanding of the two-part meaning of words is espe- 
cially important. A popular misconception, shared unfortunately by 
some teachers of English, is that "synonyms are words that mean 
the same thing." Actually na words ever have exactly the same mean- 
ing. They may have the same denotation, but they always differ in 
connotation. Children should not be urged to use synonyms in their 
writing merely for the sake of substituting new and unusual words. 
A good writer chooses one synonym over another because for his 
purpose it conveys the meaning more exactly. 

Most dictionaries take this into consideration in their listing of 
synonyms. The Thorndike-Barnhart High School Dictionary, for ex- 
ample, follows the main entry for disaster with this discussion of 
synonyms: 

SYN. Disaster^ calamity) catastrophe mean a great misfortune. 
Disaster applies to an event which happens suddenly or unex- 
pectedly, throigh human fault, mechanical or structural failure, or 
the forces of nature, and causes much loss and suffering: The 
failure of the bank was a disaster for the farmers. Calamity applies 
to a disaster which causes intense suffering and grief, often to a 
' great number: The attack on Pearl Harbor was a calamity. Catas- 
trophe suggests a disaster which is final and complete, causing loss 
that can never be made up: A modern war is a catastrophe.^ 

Notice that this discussion begins with a statement of the denota- 
tion that the^ three words share in common, then proceeds to ex- 
plain their differences in connotation. The younger, inexperienced 
writer "should probably not be held responsible for these distinctions, 
but the occasion for his using any of them is rather remote. As he 
progresses in school, however, he is expected not only to add con- 
stantly to the number of words he knows but to usp more precisely 
those words already learned. This includes discriminating accurately 
among available synonyms. 

Sensitivity to language is only partly the product of direct teaching. 
No one can say exactly how much, but it seems rather certain that 
one of the surest ways to develop a feeling for words is to read good 
literature. Also important is the language that a child experiences in 
the home and in other areas of his environment. If he is hostile to 

^ From Thorndike-Barnhart High School Dictionary by E. L. Thorndike and 
Clarence L. Bamhart. Copyright © 1965 by Scott, Forcsman and Company. 
Reprinted by permission. 
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his parents, who use isn% but admires some companions who say 
airiu the chances are he will lean to the use of the latter. Next to 
motivating a child to read good literature, perhaps the teacher's 
most important contribution in this area is to awaken the child's 
interest in language as language. Only when he has been shown the 
manner in which language works is he likely to pay proper attention 
to the qualities of the words that he speaks and writes. 

Most of the widely used standardized vocabulary tests contain 
numbers of items that claim to test the student's perceptiveness of 
verbal connotation as well as the extensiveness of his literal word 
knowledge. For many years, one third of the English Achievement 
Test of the College Entrance Examination Board attempted to de- 
termine the candidates' sensitivity to the meaning and use of words. 
'Evidence as to how well these testing instruments succeed in their 
intention is not conclusive. 

THE USE OF SLANG 

A great deal has been written about and against slang. Viewed in 
perspective, slang is not the serious threat to our language that many 
people imagine. The fact is that the creation and use of new and 
novel language has been a normal activity of man throughout his 
recorded history, though for some reason the English-speaking people' 
have produced more than their share. Most slang dies a quick and 
natural death from overwork, but some slang survives to become a 
colorful and permanent part of the language: highbrow, rubberneck, 
pushover, yes-man, honky-tonk, leatherneck, hick, stuffed shirt, 
holdup. Though words of this kind are heard mainly in informal, 
everyday speech, they are not completely unknown to formal English. 
When a slang word docs survive, it is because it expresses a shade 
of meaning for which we have no other adequate word. 

Purists object to slang because, to them, any change in the lan- 
guage, however rational, is a comiption. More thoughtful speakers 
do not object to slang itself, but to the fact that many young people 
instead of limiting their use of it to appropriate occasions tend to 
use it indiscriminately at all times. Instead of bothering to use a pre- 
cise word, they let an overworked slang word like swell or lousy ex- 
press their meaning vaguely on almost any occasion. Thus their 
vocabularies tend to remain static or even to atrophy, for "Gresham's 
Law" applies to language* as well as to money: "Vague, poorly 
chosen" words tend to drive "exact" words out of circulation. 

Slang is subject to the same usage conventions that affect all other 
parts of the language. Some slang is found only in the nonstandard 
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English of uneducated speakers. On the other hand, many a well- 
educated r «rgyman, professor, or high govemment.official has found 
on occasion that a well-chosen slang word serves his purposes wHi. 
He may use it for color, for humor, or for emphasis. There is no 
questicm, though, that too heavy a reliance on slang produces speech 
and writing that is trite and flabby. Unless it says something in a way 
that no other 'vord can, slang is a form of stereotype— an obstruc- 
tion to exact thinking and communication. 

King Canute could not turn back the sea, and parents and teachers 
would do well not to condemn categorically the use of slang by their 
children. It appeals especially to the young. A good part of their en- 
joyment of it can undoubtedly be traced to a combination of their 
delight both in experimentation and in nonconformity. Perhaps the 
best attitude for teacher and parent is one of patient acceptance, 
combined with a continuing demonstration that a person can speak 
clearly and colorfully without slang. 

THE "CORRECT* VERSUS THE EFFECTIVE SENTENCE 

The student-written composition in which every sentence is gram- 
matically impeccable is not necessarily the one that a teacher or 
anyone else delights in reading* Too many students are conditioned 
to react thoughtlessly to the common signals. Each sentence that they 
write begins with a subject, is followed by a predicate, and demon- 
strates no awareness at all of the importance of varying the shape 
of each sentence to suit or sharpen the thought it expresses — if indeed 
it has a genuine thought. In the writing of these students, the lack of 
sentence variety re.«iults in a monotonous flow of grammatically 
identical patterns that blurs even those ideas worthy of consideration. 
An important source of style, in other words, lies in the writer*s 
ability to mold sentences in such a manner that they unify, relate, 
emphasize, color the idea—or fragment of an idea— that they attempt 
to communicate. 

In the early stages of writing, when the teacher is the children's 
secretary and writes down what they dictate, sentences are often 
quite short, simple, and unconnected, possibly because the teacher 
leads the way through questioning. For example, np^e the sentences 
in this third-grader's story. 

.My daddy took me to the zoo. We saw the animals. I liked the 
monkeys best. They swung by their tails. I threw some peanuts to 
the monkeys. They grabbed them fast. Some got to quarreliiig. 
Daddy and I laughed at them. 
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However, samples of children's writing in the preceding chapters 
indicate that many boys and girls vrite in varied style and not un- 
commonly in lengthy, quite complicated sentences. Probably when 
there is considerable exploratory discussion and when children early 
learn to write down their ideas independe/Jy, the rudiments of style 
are more likely to appear. 

Unless seriously retarded, the child as he matures will, however, 
without direction from the teacher, begin to use some of the more 
common variations of this simple declarative pattern such as the 
command or question. "My daddy asks me Johnny do you want to 
go to the park. We saw many animals. I liked the monkeys best. 
But daddy says don't get too hear that cage." 

At this stage, the child is usually unaware of and therefore un- 
inhibited by such sophisticated notions as standard spelling and 
punctuation. He is thinking on paper, putting his ideas down in the 
order they occur — and instinctively he follows the sentence patterns 
that he uses so naturally in speech because he hears them used by the 
adults around him. Thus, without being told, he will write "the White 
House" and not "the house white {la maison blanched as the 
French child does. The fact that one "white house" requires capital 
letters and another doesn't will have to be taught him as he learns 
to discriminate. 

This method of imitating his own or the spoken sentence patterns 
of others works very well as long as the child is dealing with his own 
experiences or describing simple relations between objects: "Last 
night the wind blew hard. It shpok our house. It blew down our 
favorite apple tree." But when he reaches the stage of having some- 
what abstract ideas to write about, ideas that normally he would 
have no occasion to express orally, then the problem of fitting the 
thought to the most effective sentence pattern becomes infinitely 
difficult. Though there is no clear-cut line, most children discover 
the abstract world sometime after the sixth or seventh grade. Increas- 
ingly from this time their writing is influenced by the more complex 
sentence patterns that they find in their reading. 

At this point the question might well be asked, "If students can 
learn so much of the business of using sentences on their own, why 
spend so much time on it in school?" The question is best answered 
by analogy. Most children learn to swim, often quite effectively, with- 
out much formal instruction. Seeing grownups in the water, they jump 
in, flail their arms and legs in imitation — and find themselves afloat 
and moving. But they do not become really good swimmers until 
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someone takes the time to instruct them in proper breathing, kicking, 
and stroking. The wise parent does not let his child move from 
shallow into deep water without these lessons. Similarly, a student 
moving from the simpler stages of elementary writing toward the 
more abstract and exacting demands of the college preparatory, the 
secretarial, or the technical writing course needs special help in learn- 
ing to put more complicated ideas into the most suitable sentence 
patterns. He needs this help even when his everyday spoken use of 
English is quite satisfactory. 

This is not a "textbook,** so we will indicate only briefly what this 
help means. The problem is not one of teaching children to use 
complex and compound sentences, which they do quite naturally 
(and sometimes overdo). Rather it is one of making them aware of 
the importance of relating ideas accurately in complex ^..itences 
(subordination) and in compound sentences (coordination and/or 
parallelism). Related to these matters, they need help in learning to 
shape sentences whose thought is more clearly and powerfully 
expressed through the use of contrast, balance, climax, rhythm, 
variety, and the like. 

In their concern for the individual sentences in student writing, 
teachers sometimes lose sight of the importance of the whole composi- 
tion. A dented fender may Iiurt the owner's sense of pride, but it 
does not interfere with the functioning of his car. A composition 
should not be judged mainly by the occasional faulty sentences or 
misused words it contains, but by its total effect on the reader. The 
principles of unity, coherence, and emphasis, discovered long ago by 
the Greeks, operate as much in writing today as they ever did. But stiU 
fundamental is the content, or ideas, that the writer is communicating. 

Any piece of writing, whether a paragraph, a poem, c research 
report, or a novel, should be designed to give the reader a sense of 
its completeness. From the time that a child first begins to write, he 
needs to be reminded of the simple tripartite'elements of unity — the 
beginning (introduction), the body (development), and the ending 
(conclusion). This basic design holds for any composition. Within 
this design, each sentence should relate clearly to the main idea and 
purpose of the composition, as well as to the section in which it 
stands. 

Writing should be coherent. That is, each sentence should relate 
unmistakably to those that come before and those that follow it. The 
young writer should be shown how to recognize and remove unrelated 
sentences. Also important to coherence is the accurate use of con- 
necting elements such as conjunctions, prepositions, and key words. 
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Emphasis is the matter of "putting first things first," of making im- 
portant ideas stand out at the same time that the writer subordinates 
those of lesser importance. Emphasis niay result from the amount of 
space devoted to an idea, to its location in the total composition, to 
the words used, or to the sentence patterns employed. 

To the degree that my one of these elements — unity, coherence, 
emphasis— is missing, the composition suffers. ^Misspellings, run-on 
and fragmentary sentences, inept punctuation— these faults annoy 
and momentarily confuse a reader and are regrettable. But when a 
piece of writing leads you to conflicting conclusions^ when a puzzles 
you with irrelevant statements, or when it does not clearly distinguish 
the important from the less important ideas for you, then the writer 
is in serious trouble. Nine times out of ten, the cause is ♦ )t inability 
but the student's failure to think about and plan the general outlines 
of his composition before beginning to write. 

FIGURATIVE I.^NGUAGE 

Figures of /peech are so common a part of our everyday speech 
that n)j3t oi us are ret aware how much we depend upon them to 
make ourselves clear and interesting. For slang, advertising, and 
informal conversation depend just as heavily upon fi)»urative language 
as do poetry and other kinds of literature. Our everyday language, in 
fact, is filled with "dead" figures of speech^— figures used so commonly 
over a long period of tim2 that they have ceased to be recognized as 
such: the eye of a needle, the head ot the house, the heart of the 
matter, the jace of the clock, the ioot of the class, to mention only 
a few of the thousands that people use daily. 

Colic ouial usage and slang lean heavily upon figurative language: 
a cool cat, a drip, a hot dog, ^ blockhead. And literatvre, of course, 
could not exist without its vivid and informative figures: Afj^ m/ni 
to me a kingdom is, His silver skin laced with his golden blood. The 
moon is a ghostly galleon tossed upon cloudy Between these 
two extremes, the educated speaker or writer makes continuing and ~ 
effective use of figurative language. 

From this, you may rightly conclude that a child does not have 
to know the technical labels of the various figures of speech in order 
to use them successfully. There are, after all, almost two hundred 
different figures, though most are used but rarely. Oh the other hand, 
is there any good reason why a high school junior or senior who is . 
preparing for college should not be able to identify some of the more ~ 
frequently used figures: metaphor, simile, personification, metonomy, 
synechdoche, hyperbole, and understatement., lor example? 
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Unfortunately, the traditional method of acquainting students with 
figurative language has been the "metaphor hunt" and "memorization 
of definitions." Through the years, assignments such as "For tomor- 
row locate ten metaphors and five similes" have probably caused 
more children to "hate" the Odyssey and other innocent but richly 
rewarding literary selections than any other single teaching device. 
Worse yet, they have given generations of students the misconception 
that figures of speech are "ornaments" with which clever authors 
decorate their writing. 

Nothing could be further from the fact, of course. The fresh, 
ppintied figure of speech is indispensable— at the same time that it 
adds color to writing, it suggests a shade or facet of meaning that 
could not be expressed in any other way. Your child's ability to ex- 
press his thoughts in literal language is basic; if he is going far as a 
writer, he will have to learn to express the depths and nuances of his 
mind in figurative language. 

Students use figurative language quite naturally in their everyday 
conversation, but most find it difficult to write. Either they rely on 
stale, overworked figures (raining cats and dogs, blanket of snow, 
eyes sparkling like diamonds) or they create tortured figures that are 
colorful enough but do not help communicate their meaning (on her 
finger a huge ice cube in a golden halo, a voice as hoarse as a drunken 
duck's). But the inexperienced writer must start somew' 3re. At 
whichever extreme he begins, he should receive not frustrating 
criticism but positive help in his efforts to use figurative language 
that is fresh, vivid, and appropriate to his ideas. 

AWKWARDNESS IN WRITING 

A young writer often gets into trouble by putting sentence parts 
together in an uncustomary way or by using more words or gram- 
' matical constructions than he needs. His teacher, faced with an im- 
possible number of papers to correct, often can do no more than put 
the symbol^ w/: in the margin (meaning "an awkward construction" 
but explaining nothing about the cause of the awkwardness). 

Unfortunately the students whose writings contain an excessive 
number of such flaws are usually the ones who cannot diagnose the 
causes f^r themselves. When they see Awk in the margin, they under- 
stand that something is amiss, but they do not know what. If the 
teacher is experienced enough or has been provided with time for 
personal conferences, the exact nature of such errors can be dealt 
with successfully. If the teacher is unable to pinpoint the cause of the 
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trouble, the child may continue to be an awkward writer for the rest 
of his life. 

Children of native speakers of English are not as likely to mix up 
their sentence parts as are those with a foreign-language background. 
For example, a native American child would not be likely to speak 
or write such an early Zsa Zsa Gabor type of inversion as "Him I 
should shoot." This kind of awkwardness is understandable in view 
of the grammatical differences thr. exist airoig languages, but it is 
not entirely excusable. Both native-bom children and those with a 
foreign-language background have their chief difficulty with the 
placement of modifiers and the accurate use of personal pronouns. 

Misplaced modifiers that do not make immediately clear the idea 
that they modify are common in student writing: "Everyone was 
astounded at the view coming down the mountain"; or, "Crumpling 
his fender, he misjudged his distance ?s he backed into the parking 
space." The student who is aware of his tendency to misplace modi- 
fiers and who carefully rereads what he lias written rearranges his 
sentences to read accurately: "Coming-down the mountain, everyone 
was astounded at the view"; or "Misjudging his distance as he backed 
into the parking space, he crumpled his fender." Sometimes a modifier 
has nothing that it can sensibly modify: "After standing in line for 
an hour, the tickets were all sold." This is easily altered by supplying 
the proper « subject: "After standing in line for an hour, we found 
the tickets had all been sold." At other times, a modifier seems to 
make sense in two ways. Does the student who writes "I knew before 
I arrived the place would be empty" mean that "he knew" before he 
got there or that it was empty "before" he got there? A simple revision 
can make the intended meaning clear. 

Language purists make a great to-do about the "split infinitive." 
(A modifier standing between the to and the verb, as in "to gracefully 
swoop.") Actually, the split infinitive is a fault only when it sounds 
awkward and thus distracts attention frorn its meaniug. A critic 
might justifiably question such a statement as "She told him to slowly 
and carefully fill the tank," rightfully preferring "She told him to fill 
the tank slowly and carefully." Not to split the infinitive in a state- 
ment such as "He should be warned to carefully avoid overeating" is 
to misinform the reader. He is not "warned carefully" nor is he 
advised to "overeat carefully"! 

A different kind of awkwardness results from interrupting the 
normal flow of a sentence unnecessarily: "He ordered, with onions, 
after they had finally found seats at the counter, hamburgers for two," 
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should sensibly be rearranged to read, "After they had finally found 
seats at the counter, he ordered hamburgers , with onions for two." 

Perhaps the most common error of all is the "shifted construction." 
This occurs, most often in telling a story, when the student fails to 
indicate ideas that are equally important to the meaning. Instead of 
writing "Milk is satisfying, flavorful, and nutritious," he slips in his 
final idea from a modifier to a noun, "Milk is satisfying, flavorful, and 
a nutritious drink:" Shifts of this kind may occur in a number of 
predictable ways — from one tense to another, from singular to plural 
forms and vice vei^a, from single noun to a clause, and the like« 
Such shifts do not completely distort the. meanings but they lead to 
awkwardness, and awkwardness confuses the reader. 

BACK TO STYLE 

If some of the matters covered in this chapter seem unnecessarily 
detailed, it is because style in writing is the product of many ingre- 
dients. These ingredients range from the way a writer chooses and 
puts his words together to the way he looks at life. Each makes its 
contribution, and none can be overlooked by the student who wants 
someday to be considered an educated adult writer. 
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Dad's and Mom's blood pressure never rises higher or more surely 
than when they believe that teacher has not given their Johnny the 
mark he deserves. Of course, the "grade he deserves" is always a 
higher grade. Understandably, few if any parents ever raise the 
objection that the quality of their child's work has been overestimated! 

Though this kind of disagreement can occur in any school subject, 
nowhere is it more likely than in written composition, for even learned 
professors have been known to offer sharply differing opinions as to 
the worth of a particular piece of student writing. Subjects like 
mathematics and history that deal mainly with facts and figures offer 
much less ground for argument. Composition, which combines the 
writer's ideas and judgments^ with his subjective choice of words, 
sentence patterns, and paragraph division, is quite a different matter, 
and one that defies "exact" measurement. This is not to say, however, 
that its "relative" worth cannot be agreed upon. 

Mistakenly or not, in the eyes of most parents the grade a child 
receives is the only proof of the pudding. Many schools try, but few 
find it really possible or practicable to have you, the parent, sit down 
face to face with your child's.teacher to discuss his work. Even in less 
crowded schools that provide such conferences, their value is open 
to question. There is just so much time in the school day— and the 
time spent talking with you (and a hundred other parents) is time 
taken away from teaching your child. 

These ai*e a few of the reasons it is important for you, as nn inter- 
ested parent, to^understand some of the problems the teacher faces 
in correcting and grading your child's compositions. 

If you are inclined not to believe this, try your hand at evaluating 
these compositions written by fourth-grade pupils upon their return 
to school from a Thanksgiving recess. Assign each one a grade — 
A for excellent, B for good, C for average, D for poor, F for failure. 

Paper 1 

One Thanksgiving Day the turkey that I ate was as big as an 
Rhinoceros. It almost took up the whole table. When we finished 
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there was sti]] enough turkey to last us, all seventeen of us, another 
year. By the time we finished turkey two or three hours had passed. 
The. turkey we had just eaten was probably the biggest one that 
ever lived on this world. That Thanksgiving, I think, will always be 
the best one I've had and will have. 

Paper 2 

On Thanksgiving we went to our country place and we had to get 
settled down. The next day I went to the road, and I made mud cakes 
across the road. I put^ on my army suit and the cars on the road 
stopped when they saw the mud cakes. 

Paper 3 

On Thanksgiving I ate my Thanksgiving turkey. 

On Friday I went to the planetarium. 

On Saturday I did not do anything at all. 

On Sunday, I went 4o the park. I took a buggy ride in the park. 

Paper 4 

My Thanksgiving is a wonderful day for me. We gave thanks 
for the day. We had for dinner: turkey, cranberry sauce, nuts, 
corn, bread. We turned out the light and some candles and said 
our thanks. My mother and father and my brother too gathered 
: around the fireplace and sang very pretty songs. What did you do 
on Thanksgiving? 

Paper 5 

On Thanksgiving Day, I went to the Macy Parade. I sat in the 
grandstands of Macy with Matna, Grandpappy, and Sister Linda. 

Thanksgiving evening Bob ocarles, a friend of Mama's came to 
dinner. 

My Sister Linda, lost her favorite dog (a stuffed animal) just 
before Bob came. We all (except Mommy who was fixing dinner) 
looked for it but couldn't find it. 

After we sat down Linda came running WITH HER DOG and 
said, "Look I found it on my bed." 

Having read these compositions, are you willing to say that one is 
worth an A, whereas another is worth only a C7 Or that some are 
"passing," whereas others are "failing"? Or did you perhaps think 
they are all rather good and deserving of "high" marks? If this is the 
case, are they all deserving of equally "high" marks? If they arc not, 
which composition would you give A minus and which B plu^ Are 
you a bit confused at this point? Imagine yourself a teacher with 150 
such decisions to make each time that you give a writing rssignment! 

It is possible and indeed probable that a teacher can and will 
evaluate in much more fruitful way than by giving marks like A or 
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B. He is likely to make use of check lists wKich the students have 
helped to devise as they have learned one standard after another, 
then use this standard as a point in their accu^nulating check lists. For 
instance, the standards for writing a well-organized, clearly expressed 
outline might make up a check list like the following: 

Yes " No 

Does my paragraph deal with a single topic? 
Does each sentence relate to this topic? 
Are the sentences in the proper order? 
Is each sentence clear? 
Do the sentences begin in different ways? 
(and so on) 

On the basis of such standards, the teacher is likely to write com- 
ments on each paper that indicate success in following a particular 
standard or need for improving the paragraph in the light of another 
standard. Such comments are evaluative in a constructive and mean- 
ingful way. They say helpful things a B or C cannot possibly say. 

WHAT DOES TOE MARK ON A COMPOSITION MEAN? 

"Aye, there's the rub!" The mark given a particular composition by 
a teacher at a particular time may mean any one of a score of different 
things. Perhaps on this assignment the teacher is concerned chiefly 
with some such relatively minor matter as spelling or punctuation. Or 
perhaps he is lookbg at your child's ability to paragraph and organize 
ideas. Or maybe in assigning this paper he has suggested the use of 
figurative or affective language. lie may (and we hope this is the 
case) have been mainly interested in thef significance and coherence 
of thought demonstrated by the writer. 

Whatever the teacher's concern, it is clear that the mark on a 
particular composition is meaningful only to the extent that we 
understand what th'^ teacher is looking for in ''today's assignment.'' 
If the teacher does not make clear in the assignment what he expects 
of the writer, what is the student to assume? If the parent does not 
know the teacher's objective, how can he interpret the grade on the 
composition his child brings home? 

Perhaps here we should clear up a rather important point. Teachers 
do not read and grade student compositions for the edification of 
the parents. The one purpose of this time-consuming activity on the 
teacher's part is, or should be, to help students to write better. The 
grade on your child's composition may mean one of several things to 
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him. It may serve to tell him how his writing at the moment com- 
pares with other writing he has done. It may tell him how his writing 
compares, in content or in skill, with that of his classmates. It may 
say that he has not given sufficient thought to his writing or commend 
him for the excellence of his ideas. The grade together with the 
teacher's specific comments should tell him what he has done well 
or not done well enough. But if your child is not interested in improv- 
ing his writing, the teacher's time and energy have been wasted. Your 
Interest in your child's marks is commendable, but about the only 
realistic way for you to influence them for the better is to help the 
teacher make your child more enthusiastic about the act of writing. 
Scolding and nagging about poor "marks" are likely to have quite 
the opposite effect. 

Most experienced and successful teachers of composition are more 
likely to regard grades as a necessary nuisance than as motivation for 
improvement. They are more concerned with developing in each child 
a sense of 5e//-criticism. They want the child to recognize that writing, 
though' seldom a pleasure, can result in great personal satisfaction. 
To this end, they rely chiefly on specific comments, written marginally 
or passed directly ..bng in a student-teacher conference. They mark 
or correct only the most flagrant technical errors; they give the bulk 
of their attention to the content of the writing. 

Much student writing is inane and poinu'^ss because the student Is 
not writing for a real and interested audience, but for the "teacher" 
and his "red pencil.** . The experienced composition teacher does 
everything possible, therefore, to substitute for this teacher-audience 
image a sense of writing for a "reader who cares." When he reads 
and grades his students* writing, this teacher carefully puts aside his 
own opi.iions and prejudices. He tries to judge the writing in the 
light of the writer's purpose as well as its eflect on the audience whom 
the child is addressing. At the elementary level, the teacher often 
reads the pupils' paragraphs and stories to the class, '^fhe writer, as 
well as his classmates, notes the eflective or ineflective features of the 
written product (how interesting is the theme and general treatment, 
how well organized, whether sentences vary in pattern and their 
beginnings, whether there are sentence fragments and run«on sen- 
tences). In teaching each child to evaluate his own product and make 
revisions before submitting his paper, the teacher encourages him to 
read it aloud to hii..delf '(in a subdued whisper, we trust!). Oral read- 
ing is probably the surest check on sentence structure because a 
pooriy constructed sentence seldom 'V.tinds right" when heard. 



MARKING AND GRADING 



83 



After a child's paragraph or story has been read aloud, it may 
sometimes be discussed in the light of the standards he had in mind 
as he wrote. His classmates should be encouraged to look for and 
comment on strong points first, and occasionally they may suggest 
an' important way to improve the child's written product. This **help- 
ful" type of suggestion should involve a standard for which many of 
his classmates need to work; the teacher makes clear that each 
member of the class should strive in the next paper to achieve this 
standard, and he makes clear how to go about it. Valuable as well-led 
class discussion may be in evaluating a pupil's writing, the teacher 
does not forget how important his experienced criticism and guidance 
are in promoting improvement in writing. His conference with a pupil, 
his timely suggestions as the child checks his own paper before 
submitting it, are essential. 

WRITING WITH A PURPOSE 

Your child writes best when he understands why he is writing. 
Sometimes this reason is furnished by the teacher when he asks for 
an informative report, an entertaining story, a vivid description, a 
convincing argument. A more desirable situation is one in which the 
student determines his own purpose for writing. He knows what he 
wants to say, and why. His purpose is thus simplified to the matter 
of f.^ying what he has to say in the most effective way possible. 
Whether suggested by someone else or originating in the student, the 
ideas communical : are the main concern of writing. There is no 
point in relaying them, however, if they are not expressed in clear, 
accurate, and lively English. 

Still, many subjective elements may interfere v/ith a teacher*s 
judgment when he reads a composition: To offset this tendency 
toward bias, a teacher must ^ave in mind some standards against 
which to measure different aspects of writing and the work of differ- 
ent writers. Experienced teachers have generally evolved such stan- 
dards from experience. For young teachers (and for interested 
parents) a number of possibly helpful suggestions are available. 

The National Council of Teachers of Tnglish, for example, pub- 
lishes special theme paper (called Ideaform Paper) for schools to 
issue to their students for formal compositions. On each sheet of 
Ideaform paper the student is reminded of th<<* set of standards to 
guide him in his writing:^ 

^ Copyright 1955 by the National Council of Teachers of English and used 
by permission. 
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Commenls on the idciSy or content: 
Evaluation of the form 

Good Fair Poor 

Organization 

Development 

Sincerity of, purpose and expression 

Sentence structure and punctuation 

Paragraphing * 

. Usage - 

Choice of words . 

Spelling • 

Penmanship and general appearance 

Other comments: 

Amo Jewett, former director of the National Educati<m Associa- 
tiorfs Dean Langmuir English Composition Project and also Lan- 
guage Arts Specialist in the United States Office of Education, offered 
these "points to consider m correcting themes" as part of his report 
on the project: 

1. Purpose 

a. Hc^v clearly is the purpose or thesis stated? 

b. How well is it achieved? 

c. Is the topic sufficyently limited? i 

2. Content 

a. Are the main ideas evident to the reader? 

b. Are details given to develop main ideas or topics? 

c. Are examples used to illustrate and support general statements? 

d. Is the content related to the writer*s purpose? 

e. Are the facts or evidence accuiate or verifiable? 

3. Organization (Unity) 

a. Does the introduction prepare the reader for what follows? 

b. Is there a clear relationship among main ideas? 

c. Are transitions frwn one idea or tq)ic to another clearly made? 

d. Does the theme have a definite* satisfactory conclusion? 

4. Style (Flavor) 

a. Is sentence structure varied and smooth? 

b. Is diction vivid and suitable? 

c. Is figurative language fresh and fitting? 

d. Is the tone apprq)riate to purpose and subject? 

e. Does the theme hold the reader's attention? 

5. 'Mechanics 

a. Have the conventions of grammar and usage been observed? 

b. Is correct punctuation used to aid the reader? 

c. Are words spelled correctly?^ 

2 Arno Jewett and Cl'arles E. Bish (eds.)» Improving English Composition 
(Washmgton, D.C.: Nauonal iEducation Assodation 1965). pp. 95-96. Used 
by permission of the National Education Association. 
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These standards, of course, must be applied in varying and appro- 
priate degree* A high school senior, for instance, may reasonably be 
expected to show more skill in using metaphors and commas than 
a ninth-grader. In lower grades where the spontaneous expression of 
ideas is of first importance, standards such as these have no place 
at all. 

A book widely used in courses training future English teachers 
(Teaching Language and Literature, by Loban, Ryan, and Squire) 
sums up the problem nicely in a section entitled "Qarifying Purposes 
of Correction*': 

The teachers' purpose is not so much to improve a particular 
composition as to help pupils to become more self-critical and to 
improve their writing abili^. Thus he needs to ask himself whether 
or not his correction procedures are effective. For example, the care- 
ful and meticulous marking of every error has been rejected by 
almost everyone who has studied the problem. One study of com- 
positions corrected by teachers of college freshmen showed that 
only twenty per cent of the comments helped the writer become 
mdre self-directive, and almost thirty-six per cent of the comments 
were worthless or positively false. Such findings show a lack of stan- 
dards or critical wisdom on the p?n of many who read compositions. 
In another study the weekly themes of two groups of ninih grade 
students were read'and ch( led in two different ways. For the first 
group, themes were read *.neans of an error guide and code. 
All errors were checked and the themes were assigned grades. 
They were then returned to the pupils to be rewritten and retumedt 
to the teacher in corrected form. For the other group, writing just as 
frequently, only -x grade was given. No errors were checked or Indi- 
cated in any manner and no rewriting of corrected themes was 
required. Comparison of the relative improvements of these pupils 
showed that althou.'jh the detailed theme correction was slightly 
more effective in eliminating technical errors, the difference was not 
great enough to justify such a tremendous expenditure of teacher 
lime.^ 

LETTERS OR NUMBERS? 

Numerical grades on compositions give an illusion of exactness 
and are therefore more satis^ng to the pupil or parent who is intent 
on "beating out" classmates. Experienced teachers invariably prefer 
to give a letter grade because they very well know 'the impossibility 
of any one reader^s arriving ai a mathematically exact and fair judg- 
ment of a particular piece of writing, whether Shakespeare^s or some 
unknown studont^s. 

^ Walter Loban, Margaret Ryan, and James R. Squire, Teaching Language 
and Literature X^tw York: Harcourt, Brace & Worid, Inc., 1961), p. 503. 
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Paul Diederich, of the Educational Testing Service, writing in the 
"Notes on Grading Essays for Writing Ability" issue of The English 
Record, amusingly but pointedly underiined the issue by suggesting 
theVuse of only three grades in evaluating student compositions— ><, 
C, and F. Those papers that in one way or another interest and excite 
the reader even as they inform* him, he would award an >!. To papers 
that are dull, but stiU not a disgrace to the school technically, he 
would assign a C. But papers that are clearly a disgrace to the school, 
both in content and in form— that, in his colorfully uninhibited lan- 
guage, give the reader the impression that he has "passed through the 
bowels of the intellect"— he would give an F and try to forget!* 

Most teachers would agree with this basic assumption but would 
probably argue for somewhat more flexibility— an .4-B-C-D-F scale 
or perhaps even a 1 to 10 rating scale. Almost none would support 
tfie accuracy or realism of a 0 to 100 scale applied to student written 
compositions. For as we have noted earlier, who can say honestly that 
one composition is worth exactly 64 credits and another is worth 65? 

DOUBLE GRADE5 

Not ujico?timonly a student has interesting ideas, a fresh outlook 
on the world about us, but shows little or no concern in his writing 
about such matters as spelling, punctuation, or paragraphing. Some 
students, on the other hand, have dull, threadbare, insignificant ideas, 
yet manage to express them in grammatically impeccable English. 
Which is worth more? 

Unwilling to fail a student on either technigue or form alone, some 
teachers resort to a double grade. That is^ for the same paper, ^ 
student may receive an A for content and a D for technique. Most 
teachers, however, apparently feel that this method begs the question. 
They prefer to judge the composition as a whole, placing most weight 
upon what the student has to say, but deducting credit when mechan- 
ical errors confuse the sense or otherwise detract from the effect he 
is trying to achieve. Double grades are difficult to convert into 
"averages," and from the student writer's viewpoint confusing and 
an open invitation to rationalization. Unless he has an, unusually 
strong ambition to improve, he is likely to rest content with the higher 
of the two grades, whichever it is. 



<Paul Diederich, Whafs It Worth? Abstract from "Notes on Grading 
Essays for Writing Ability,** The English Record, IV:2 ^Winter 1954), pub- 
lished at Colgate University for the New York State English Council. 
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THEN AND NOW 

Lest some parents and teachers think that we are underwriting a 
"permissive" approach to the grading of composition, we go back 
more than half a century to an essay on the subject, written, in 1912 
by one of the most respected composition textbook authors and 
English teachers of the time, Alfred M. Hitchcock. Together with a 
number of other suggestions, he says: 

DorCt he a ferret. Overlook many errors. Take it for granted that 
some blunders are but marks of youthfulness; let them alone and 
they will disappear in time. And don't try to make a purse out of 
a whistle. Some young people haven't much.^ to say and never will 
have. If a boy has a commonplace mind— or worse, he ought to 
produce commonplace themes— or worse; and if he has expressed 
himself within 10 per cent of his rhaximum of intelligence I am not 
sure but he should receive ninety even though his compositions, on an 
absolute scale, merit but twenty or thirty. This rule does not hold 
in mathematics, nor in Latin, nor in the teaching of literature, per- 
haps; I believe it does hold in the teaching ^of composition, where 
the instructor's sole duty is to train the pupil that he will be able 
to express himself, regardless of whether that self be a Milton or 
a MoIIusk.* ' • 

Our intention here is not to champion the "good old days" as such, 
but to suggest that thinking people in every age seem to share basic 
agreements about the nature of student writing. 

Unhappily, though letter grades are clearly the more realistic 
answer to the needs of the composition teacher, tradition in most 
schools requires. a numerical rating in every subject — in order to 
establish an "overall average," whatever that means. The wise teacher 
nevertheless sticks to his guns where composition is involved, trans- 
posing as he must letter grades to numerical grades: commonly^ 
C minus = 65; C = 70; C-f = 75; B minus ^ 80; B = 85; B-f = 
90; i4 = 95; = ? Teachers may differ slightly in their interpreta- 
tions, but in general this is the scale. 

TEACHER'S PERSONAL COMMENT AND/OR A GRADE 

Hie suggestion has several times been made that a teacher^s per- 
sonal comment is more meaningful and helpful to the student than 
underlinings, conection symbols, and grades. A student writer— any 
writer — does not take kindly to passive reading and cold, precise 
"correction.** He likes to feel that what he has written has made an 

'Alfred M. Hitchcock, "A Composition on Red Ink,** English Journal, I 
(May 1912), 76. 
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impression. He would prefer, of course, a positive impressipn, but 
even a negative comment that shows that his teacher is interested in 
his ideas is welcome. 

In this respect, the number of papers to be corrected presents the 
conscientious teacher with a real problem. Merely to say "Good" or 
"Your writing has improved" is not enough. The student writer is 
helped only if the teacher's comments are both encouraging and 
specific. The best comment may be a, question: "Is this a sentence?" 
"Do you really mean "superior ?" "Good, but what is your point 
here?" Such comments lead the writer to examine what he has said 
and to give direction to whatever revisions he decides to make. 

A legible handwriting, we might add parenthetically, is essential to 
clear communication. Not all teachers, unfortunately, recognize this 
elementary fact. If the teacher's notation or comment is hastily 
scribbled, a half-hearted student may understandably pass it over — 
just as an irritated adult reader might. Comments and corrections that 
go unheeded are a waste of valuable teacher time and effort. 

CLASS SIZE AND STUDENT WRITING 

All of the matters discussed thus far in connection with the correc- 
tion and grading of student writing have meaning only when students 
are given the chance to write. It is no secret that in many schools the 
large class loads assigned to teachers make the effective teaching of 
writing all but impossible. The current public concern about the 
quality of student writing has led here and there, in more enlightened 
school systems, to the realistic reduction of the English teacher's load. 
But, on the average, high school and junior higa school Engl'^h 
classes still range well past the point of diminishing returns. A daily 
schedule of live classes with a total daily load of 150 students is all 
too common. Some schools report, as normal, loads of 180 pupils 
daily per teacher. At the elementary level, where the teaching of the 
basic skills begins, the picture is no brighter; classes of 50 pupils are 
not uncommon. 

The impact of such unwieldy classes on the amount of student 
writing and '^on the reading and correction of what little may be 
written seems too evident to n^,ed comment. Most critics of the 
schools, even while they are deploring the quality of student writing 
and clamoring for improvement, acknowledge this obstacle. Yet even 
though its seriousness is recognized, most school boards find it more 
convenient to pass resolutions calling for more and better composi- 
tion teaching than to hire enough teachers to make the job Jiumanly 
possible. We often know what we want in our society, but unless it 
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falls under some such category as \wne, women, or soag, we aren*t 
always willing to pay for it. IThough in some of our substsmdard 
urban schools the rats are more comfortably housed than our children, 
a modem Pied Piper would still probably find himself on the list of 
the unemployed. V - ? X 

The colleges^ particularly affected by the pNoof qudityvof student 
wnting,ihave adopted-a v^ety of :a 
have^ashed their^^^ 
tipn; more, fprtu^^ 
programs^for upi^din^ 
havinginow shared A 
nition of ^and sympathy fpr^rt^^^ 
idehrained^y iSgh ;s<^^^ 
a -hi^V ranking ipriva^^^^^ 
tepoHin TM^^ 
seminar; f^hJbryidt^^ 
chainnan of the En^sh de^ 
that theTfaculty beKeye \^^^^ 

one student atra time r They ho jje tgi^^ close toftKslidea as time 
and bfldget will Vpenffl Mi^ideal situationv^ be Beyond 

the realm of ppssibaify in m<^ 
Uieir burgePnihg ehrbllm^^^^^ 

traihed\teachers. But^^^^^^^ point^in a iensible/directidn.^r^ 0 

As a practical goal for the highv^^^ 
A mericgn Higf^^^^^ 
assigned a daily teacto^ 

with tins ioadf^^^he believer b^^xp^ted to assi^, ready 

and return/pne compos 
reduced load; f» teacher who^f^^ 
each week a total of about i30,C^ 

and (it is hcpsd ) comment on; If he devotes a minimum of five to ten : 
minutes! to each paper, he Malt have to spend betwjse^^^ 
sixteen hours on this activity ^one. But sincej He is release 
teaching pen^veacMay to read^paj^^ 

wprk might amount tp no more than four t^^^ per week. 

This is not,rperhaps, an'^cxprbitant d 
hours mpre than teachers of other: subje^^ 
suggests diat anyone cnt^ 

implementing his fssdary by "mopjili^ting'' had better conside some 
other field thiuf EnglisWo^^^ - ^ Xv^ X^^:^ i / - 

:« James B. Conantr The American High- School toddy (Sew York: 
McGraw-Hill Book CoinR^ 
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When we talk about Ml English teacher with a lOO-pupil load, 
however, we are talking^bout ^m almost ideal £md^ as yet largely 
nonexistent condition. At a generous estimate, probably no more 
than one in 500 schools comes close to this goal, though the number 
is-slowly increasing. What is the picture when a teacher has five or 
even sbc classes daily in which he; meets from 150 to 180 pupils? 
Each 300^wordfcpmpp^^ will net W 

vvords t^^^^^^ 

length^nw^ Five miniftes gi ve^n^^ to eact paperiwiU require a ^^^m 
niurn of twdve;hdurs otn 

wprkingid?y^ajid this tiiSez that must^^^^ 

lesson planniiig,^^^^^^^ 

lJuties pfeWW - ;^ >^ 

^^Furthe^TlpIi;^ith; 
classropm^co^fwenc^^ 
much yalue)vwith! e^aph^^ 
require:imore than seven^^^^^^ 
dass periods of each^ >^^ 
activity ;aIphe--TK:learij^t^^^ 

tip vertible fijg^fes may whyjmpst teachers tod it n^es- 

^ary to omit cpnf^^^ 
ievea thpugh suchanfacU 

teaching bfx^posiU6n;^^^y>^ rf^^^^ -^^ / ^ ^ 

EXPERIMEN^^ 

an effort to find^^ 
students with adequate:]^^^ 
experi^enting(u^^^ 

projects, master teacjiere,vand largeVgroup-small group ^i^ 

Because the latterthree divices call/i^^^^^^ 

traditionalv system pjf s^^^^^ 

either unwilling oriunabl? !^ 

which mpst schpols dp not have and ^^f^^^^^^ 

have been tried out fully in scattered schoojs.^V Z^^ 

Because it is costly to producel^nd maintain^ and complex , to 
coordinate programs wth: rigidly scheduled clasVes, closed circuit 
tele^dsion hasjma^^^ 
large gi^fp instractiori has^^ih^^ 

plan, several hundred tent example, would come to- 

gether to hear a master te^acherl^^^ 
Thepretically,{this.wbuid be a "s^^^ 

aids, that the average teacher would have? neither the time nor skill 
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to prepare: The students would then return to their "small" classes 
where they would put the information i3ceived into practice. The 
chief weaknesses in this device, where composition Js concerned, 
seems to be the element of regimentation required, the ineffectiveness 
generdly of "talking about" writing, and the amount of complicated 
scheduling that is nnvolved. With more experience, some 6f these 
jpr^emsT^y^be^^esoli^ 
ne\^ bg entirely ^eticaW 
V^;C^ratfier.more^^ bf^hinrig^hbuse^ 
wives^Moth c^ege trainings iHem^^ ^eade^s^Xb^v ^ they^ 
^^allea,^lay^read^) .;^[^ toyreiieye English teach^ 

somie of their^paper work; bjf h^^^ of 
tQmmunity,^o^ 
studen^p^ 

the teac^r^^ost^]^ ac^tuallyr 
engage in foll^-up/C(^^ 
proportion of the com 
cmi keepiiick^f Jhc pu^ 

:tKe workkofeth^lay^r^ ^^^^ ; 

Repohs on the efficiency of thii^radic^^^ 
of course, s6me7bbvious^ ad vantages : more student papers rare witten - 
andvreacl/c:ritically,jthe^reaffi^ 
retically h^as mbre time f^^^^^ 
and able; people^ 
disadvantages are riot easy^^^^ 
pumbersomeolt requi^^^^^^^ 
teacher has the^added bu^ 
readlers is likely to b^^^ 

husband^s vacati and home 

respbnsibilities^^^^^^^B^^^ of writing ;most 

usually results from a:?^^^ 
and student, ^he te&her^n^his^ pi^ 

about his studente than if he were fully:responsible ( though this niay 
>ydl be cpmpens^ed for to^^ 
Finally, the succ 

tionship between teacher^^a^^^ reader. English teachers tend 
^otably to be ; individualists, and this presents a 
problem. For; whatever it is worth, a recent study of the lay reader \, 
plan reports that more school 

than are ad<5)ting it^ ^ : -^^v \V JJ - ^, : - " ; '-\ r ' - 

Parents.^ho are dissatisfied with the^^^^^^^^ on their children's 
compositions (or with |he ^tin;^ itself!) should keep these fabts 
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and figures in mind. And they should not forget that,^^^^ 
composition is, it is onljr one of the English teacheVs many respon- 
sibilities. For he must also teach reading, usage, grammar, speech, 
and most important of aU, Uteraiy appr^ his 100 to 180 

pupils per day/ H he is lucky, he will have in addition only an 
attendance re^ster to keep, a senior play to ^rect, and an assortment 
of odd jobs like sf^^ 
oningrte Junior^HM^^ 
im^it&t Mid:^^ 
^shduld te^^^ 
^aq^SscLbe^ 

though these^^^^^ are happily ^l^mih 

rule;^ ^y - ^z^^^^;:^^^ v - v;-^-^ ^ 
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TESTS OP W RI TIN G AND 
THE WRITING OF TESTS 



T Kcr n^^^ subject ofite^^^ Ihat:have^^^ 

Mpdr^nce iiOfie 

They^l the teacher'^^^ 
le^i^^d;^tihesa^ 

students :to^tu^^ partv they ^^^^i^^^yyj the 

rindiviclual^^ 

Todaj^testing^'^ike?^many^^ become^sp^ial^ 
iMd Seld^sting is:stUiaise^^ ^ firid^put^o^v jnuch%^ 

shident^ have leanw and a^few^ill^egai^ 
the wiost importar^ m% face^wiU bc wi^ 

by;his^te^her^bm;by^com neitteirjrbS 
n<^ he hasveverheard^ 
child^in Ws^h^hool^ 
otAe^unfry^against 
be tnie in most o^^^ 

tine imthat area of^^ : ^ v 

This ^hangefin ^e nature 
effects. A committee of experts^ greater resoiSces of knoWledge: 
^d experience Xo ^^^^^^^ single, 
c^rwprkeitteacher. dn the>pther hand, the ex^^ 
with certainty what^^teacheK 
have beeh teaching. As^h 

and give emphasis in a somewhat different way ^^fr^^ other teachers. 
If the teacher's approach differ 
his students may well find themselve 

of this, the teacher^^may be doing an exceHent^j^^^ and 
the test may be a very good test. 

No niatter what is done tp: prevent it, as V^^^^^ 
national importance, it iehds to take o^^ supervisory function. That 
is, it/tends^tp f<^^^^ 

needs of his^particular students and the community. At the same 
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time, it may force other, not as well-prepared, teachers to pay 
attention to important matters that otherwise they would neglw:t. - 

Other possibilities could be explored here, but the point seems 
clear enough; Testing in the m(klem schoor is no^onger simply a 
matter of "checking up*' on your child's efforts or of enforcing his 
attention. It has taken on other, more complex, functions. And no- 
where are- thcj^-function^^^^^ 
discussion; of- tl^^^ 
^-^omppsitibh;'^ 

- - :^VV^atev^ 
yu^^ur^x^^ypin^ 

to stay, ind that the c^^^ 
^testinghisJ^v^ 

to^ ex approvaljbf ^hi^lst^ huSaiKaffairs^but 

merely ^o^note^a^fect^^^ 
^graduatedi ]the>mpdem^^ 

- On the^basis qft hJ^fte^ results,^ fie^^ rdiagrib^r^nieasii^ 
selected,;gr6juj^d^rejected— 

elsential to the master>-^^o^^ 
of mathemadcs), ypuri childj 

in writt^ ^English may: a^^^^ prove dtlcrucial jini^^ 

many teachersyje veh teac^^^ they- can 

tQjob^yec^ 

test^whichjequires writi 
fa^e in a variety^^^^ 

ability to organize and set down his ideas in acceptable written Eng- 
lish, ^^v^; 7 ; . V 7 V . 

Tests arje of three basic W tests, and 

achievement tests. v4p///W£/e7e5^^^ 

success in a special situatiqh;:!for example, in\an advanced English 
class or in a; College, liey^ 
doing in: the future, not wfe^ 

doing. In English, they aim chiefly at a chiTd/s potential abilitj to deal 
with the complexities of words, 1 to rea^? a 

sipn and perception, and to express himself with some style in writing. 
Theoretically, ther^ is no way to prepare a student for an aptitud 
test, but in fact the_ more experience a^ 

language and composition, the better hKis likely to do with theVtest. 
Because of the technicalities involved: in cohstnicting a reliable 
measure of aptitude, most: schobk and iolleges rely pri nationally 
standardized aptitude tests ra than attempt tofconstruct their own: 
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The aim of a ^//fl^/iojrfc *e5r is to uncover specific weaknesses in 
the child's skill or serious deficiencies in his knowledge. In Engltsh, 
such tests are used connection with every- kind of acfivity^spell- 
ing, dictionary: user literary knowledge, writing. Sometimes referred 
to as "pretests," they help the teacher by reveal&ig where the main 
emphasis in his teaching, should fall. TThe scores achieved, whether 
good pribad, dp n^^ 
adifevement 
axiiiey^Sne*^ 
^^yercomi^^^^^ 
ai^ nictt^ likely^i^^ 

though sSndardized t^ v£ V/^ >^ 

careers ^sthe^^^^^^ 
and^how 

cbveredMn thcjEn^^^^ 
though many?a^^ 

of a test^tOjmfeas^ matt|h of ^recnatioiu^Wevemei^^ 

an important part of 

sole^asisK fpr^decidin^^ 

ticular qoui^e or^area 

(laily -^ch^k-^p*' quiz; J 

student-has done his homewprk,;to^^ 

those of the; College Entrance Examination Spard and the Natiohal 
Merit SchPl2U[ship: Programs In other^ words, they b^; written 
by the individual c teacher^dr they^^^ cpnstnicted by 

committees of natipnaliy fz^^ 

have one thing: in oommonr-rthey atfemp* to discover, not what the 
child C(ffn leani or what 1^^^ learnrbuf what he actuall^^^^^ 

learned from his studies^- ^ v v ^ 

TESTS OF WRITING . 

To understand what your child willieiicount^^^ the way of tests 
concerned with writing, here^ 1^^ (descriptions of a few that are 
typical: ^ \ ^ ^ 

Having taught the uses of the comma in addresses and dates one 
day, the teacher gives a short qdiz the following day to see; how 
well the student has le (remembered) to use the conventions. 
The test may consist of five items that^^h^^ 
(Achievement) v; ] J : . ^ : ~ ~ 

j^t the; beginning of the year, the teacher gives a test on the recog- 
nition if sentence fragments, fte test consists of ten items, some 
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of which are grammatically incomplete. The student is asked to 
identify and rewrite correctly tfiosc that ^are incomplete- On the basis 
of this information, the teacher decides how much time he must spend 
wth the class as a whole on sentence fragments and which students 
^e likely to need individual attention. {Diagnostic) 

In his junior year of high school, the student who is applying for 
V entrance to college may;haye tdj|ake^^^ 
tu(^ Tter^^the 

lisheMdsniathe 
^erfjal^pr^^ 

analogies. ^nd;h^ 
hCfis^l^v^ 
Jiis ability ^^^^^^ 

difficult >york of the college. The score he achieves will become part 
of the evidence on w^^^ or ^rejeciibif % the college 

.wiliiieEdetennin^ v : - ^ 

-yP^t^^ 

English,^thirfy.creditS:of^^^^^^ a composition 

written on a^opicVchdsen^om ^ list; Vab^ut5ten::The amoun 
credit heVrcceives is determ 
-avnumber of ;**!^ 
tinie; fpr wri^^^^^ 

schoorhe attends^ hi^^^^^ his achieving a 

*-passing"j]5core in the^^ ^ ^ -_ v 

f^b^^^^ theSlegents 
is their supervisory impact :^p^^^ 
used,^ when bkk copies ar^ 

^-passing'': scores^^is ;hi|^/ thei^^^^ upon the school program can 
be widespread. Altho^^^ 
spmetimes_becpme theVbaais^ 
courses built arpund co^ 

sphpols oj indiyiduS teachers may shape the approach and the con- 
tent of entire courees to^prepare students for the kind of questions and 
approaches to subject m^^ f 

•When he enters junior high schopirt^^^^ 
tionally standaydizedVit^^t;- obtained from a commercial publish^^^^^^ 
The test may hav 
tences, usage, parag^^^ 
the child may bis placed in 

school is well run^ teacher judgment or subsequent testing may de- 
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tcnnine that he should be moved from Section 10 to Section 3, or 
from Section 1 to Section 5. If the school is inflexible in this regard, 
he may well be labeled fo^^^^ 

At the univereity level, the doctdral candidate is requir^ to pre- 
sent a thesis.; Hiousands of dollaii and years of effort may^^ at 
sUikc; A committec of distingufehed prpfesson reads smd evr^luat^ 
the thesis. 

^doctoral degree. X>icA^ ^\;f/^ 

position that a^^^^ 
taMy ihdijcate the im 
^^oppcrtunity^acilit^ ^aMlin^^the^^'m^ 
teste are; in measuring;^ selecting; pjal^^ 
how§^5j^^ 

there are esscntii^ly incQmfw^^^ 

enable: them to: achieve undeservedly/ hjgh :;scdres^: tfiere^^a^^^ 

capablejtu^ente to 

arc test^vin use whoM^^ 

orparentp who^werlopksj^th^^^ 

pen^ng both girted: andLw^ 

7 Tests that :faVol^^ 

courses^Any subj^t matter niay usel^n "essay'^ t^^^ 

include atfleast a^^ 
t(Wt^thoug|v:this is moreU^^^^^^ 

in /Ae m^themafi Md' sciences.^^^ 0 Imany jofj tf^^^ 

Jeachere are so cpncem^^w^^ 
docs not give that they tenj^ 

is nbtipeialized in some w4y for his slovenly co^ there is 

hot much reason why he shoul^^^^ 
faculty^^meeting some of these teachere^^ 
critics^of the^^EngUshf^epa^^ K 

There is really no sych thing as a sbm^^^ 
should be expected at alhtimes to express himselfHn the ^^^^^ 
English of which: he is capable, wheA 
port^ a history test, or a thank-ypu note t 

tions are l^yond the Mntrol of thV English tc^^^ are, or 

shcmld te, the comm teachers or parents. One 

docs not become a cpm^tent^^^^ 

applies^alsq toitiie way: a student wites Ws tests-^in a very practical 
way, because there are some teacher >ylk) do take ♦his factor ojf 
gck>d writing into consideration. 
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SOME SPECIAL TESTS OF WRITING 

In the best educational sense/ each word ^t^^^^ a child \mtes is a 
test of his writing ability. NaturaUy^ eveiy paixmt would like his child 
to emulate a Winston Churchill, a Jote F. Kennedy, a WiUiam Faulk- 
ner, or even a. Shakespeare. Few of pur childre^^^^ however, will. We 
a^e^appyJ[^t^wy tura/pu^ 
cpflege^cf^ifeir^cto 
m^age to stayiinL and g^ad 
gartep Md colleg^^ 
tests, thatrrequircTj^ma^^^^ 
a fewof^heinbre :«gn^ 

CMege^ntrance_Tests^y^y^^ ^ ! \_ w V, 

'Hie/^pwing trend^a^ 
ytp pwnpleterhigh^chool^ tolseek sofric/km^^ 

well, has litei|jj^ 
missions hurdles/ 

examiriatioh. - Some of: these jure^m adniinistercd by !tlie 

Individual coflege to only its 
are administereifpr the c^^^ 

Perhaps the^mpst. 
Entrance Examination Board,^^^w^^ 
^Jere^y,,and BeAeley^iGalift^ 
marily^ by a >mdl group bf t^ 
the Board is now composed of over 500 co^^^^ 
cduntiy, more th educational 
associations. Urt^^ 

applicants,:the Board in 1948, w Carnegie Corpo- 

ration and the American Gouncil.on Education, established an Vinde- 
pendent, npnprpfit|^ organization called^^^^^^t Testing 
Service, whose main, functions are to.carryrpn research i^ 
and to prpduce tests to^^^ Boards 
as wen as for government^ and other scholarship agencies. 

A candidate fpr admksion tc any o 
CEEB will almost certainly be asked to take the Scholastic Aptitude 
Test (SAT), which is a test bf ver^^^^ 
In addition, he may also be required to take Jte Englisb 
Achievement Test (ACH), which is an attempt^ t^^ 
lively his "knowledge of * :witing. Not content with just an obj^tiye 
measure, some colleges jdso ask candidates to take the Writing 
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Sample, which is pure composition. The Sample is not graded by the 
testing agency but is fonvarded (directly to the college of the candi- 
date's choice to make what use the Admissions Office ^^w^^^ 

Parents brought up on the idea of an^^absolute 0 to 100 per cent 
perfect scale sometimes find it difficult to understand the percentile 
method used in grading tests of this kindoStudcmts do not "pass" or 
Vfeir^es^ests in^the jKusdUse 
se^al hundred^ 

^r of^mipbjecfiveVques^^ 

jment Test ) ,7tHe candidate; is placed^ ot^^ 
from^^^po^ 
h^ess^&cflmels^ 
tiy^he jcTne tes^ 

positions in^tjw toV600;?perc(^levf^ 
I^nence tod n^^^^^ 

cutoit pdnt in^judging ap^ ^score js;^h^^<me part^of 

the admission :pictu^^^^^^^^ 

Haryard ^y accept an Jaj^ ^whrase^est^K^ 

usual cutoff point-r-it his^^ oth^er significant^ 

(qualities. , ' " : v t ^^ f^^ ^ /^l^^ 

For many Vye^^ 
candidates tp>\vrite comi»^^ 

by committees? 6f teachers and professors appoiriteH by the Board; " 
When^thejBum 

so sharply that the Board wa^^ 

the overwhelnung number^^^^^^^ 

of composition skillsz w^^^^ 

1940s, this test ^^t largd^ 

ccras lessened and we began to t 

cational achievements, iti became a c^^^^ 

Critics attacked the: t^^^^ first, 5hcy _challen^ed t 

ability fot an objective test "abbut writing^ to me^^^^ 
actud ability "to w^ite.'^%lco^ maim^^Piat the pbj^ 
tesrencouragedteachersitp ^^^^ 
compositions should be written^ha^ 
writing. In ite defense, the GoH^^^^ 

objective tests ^e fairly reliable predidprs of college^ success,^ ^^m . 
so than written compositions, b^^^ 

probably ever will do so) a commonly Agreed upK^n^m^^^ 
evaluating the writing of an indiyidua^^^ 

given composition inevitaBiy assign it ar Variety of scpres. Neverthe-_ 
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less, in response to the popular criticism, the Board in 1960 began 
to oflFer the Writing Sample for the use oc those colleges that desired 
It. At the time of. this writing, the Boaid is ehgaged in -an extensive 
reevaluation of its entire Engiishicsting offering— sm indication that 
they theiiiselves are not completely satisfica with their pre^^^^ testing 
program. : -- : ^ ^ ^ 

i^UhQugh no f state^^^^^ ^^lely on 

a>catuJidate*s^tfig abii^ 

important section of the New York State Scholarship Examination, 

for example, consB^^^^ 

After^tHe^ecti\^uparfc5^c^^ 

the succewful^a^ 

scores^jc^ndidates^whb dp not d^ 

^abilityxaMot^h^ \ =: 

Other important examinati^^^ of the National 1^^^ 

Scholarshi^^fjrbgram, ^ 
^ealingMvithlvei^al^a^ ^ \ - ^ s^;^ 

NCTE A^hieyemmtAwi^^ : ^ ^ ; 

Tlie ^nly n^ 
^itfcwnting s^^^ 
of;^glish in r958:<^^ 
a ^ariet^of ytems.^Eac^ 

to-300 words,^^^^^^ his best wbfk| and 

an imprompUi ciq^^^ 
>i^^ch(^en;by^N<a^ 

supervision) arstandardi^^^ usage: and \^^ting^ skill and^on 

literaiy^warenes^^ V:' 1 1 r r^ J ^ : v 

i^hc^totalH^ 

of Cbn^siofta^ number^orcandi- 
dates which a high sch^^^^^^ 

enrollment in grades 10 to 12; with up to 500 students, for example, 
a ^hool may enter one eleve^^^^ 
999, two candidates,yand i&o^ot. The^^^ 
se^t to all college admiasi^^^^^^^^ 
Hchajnhen, governors, ra^^ 
its existe^^^ 

large sums of whose cxccpdonalEng- 

I^h^abiiity might Qtheiwise ha^^^^ 
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WRITING f OR TESTS 

Writing for tests is no different from writing for other purjwses 
except that it is done under greater pressure. Instead of several days 
or an evening in which to collect ideas, organize them, write them 
out, and revise them, the child may have no more than an hour or 
two, perhaps only twenty minutes (as on one important national 
test), invwhich to cany^out this comj^ex^^^pr^^^ 
under the ^3ed itfervous tension th^^^ test ;rsituation inevitably 
;produces;^ ^r^^^^ / -v^L^V; ^ z : ^ " : ^ - \ ^ f 

I^^^^ jmything^else,: it^is the t^^^^^ involved in a 

test : situation that causes othen^se ^well-prepared students to vvnte 
badly. Granted that sbmefslSllent^^^ only because they 

have not dbne the requifed^^^^^^ the factjshdujd be 
pthers do p^^^ 

word "sJow" here idoes not^ 
people need time to mull ovCT^^^^^ 
the right^w^ 

respect . Some can t um out several thousand words a day o ver aJong 
period ; others, hy their own admission, consider they have: done -well 
to turn-out a single sentence in^that ^iine.^ ^ ^^ 

Your interest^ naturally 
both in general and on t^^^^ 

that question is that no one ^writes well on a test who doesn't : know 

how^o^te weUMn other M 

write well is a lengthy, often painful^ 

zero hour is . not likely to b 

results. He ^ill begin to leam to^ 

to write well. But *Svantihg to" is only the starting pNoint. "Writiri^^ 
well," for iTiOSt of us, is the product of much prV^^^ One does hot 
become a: good writer any more quicldy: than one becomes^^a 
tennis player, actor, cook,;^or autom6 

Perhaps the most helpfur thing you, as a parent, can do to help 
your chad is, in your own mind, to put-tests in their proper perspec- 
tive. They are important and they ate inevitable^^^^ 
there are worse things in this life than failing a school test, however 
disastrous the immediate results appear to be. 
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Np other subject off ered^^^ 

is 1507 diflScult toAd^^^^ as tfierstud^^^^^ Engishr Add ; t<> ^^t^^ 
/ infinite variety otways in^^^w^^^ 
(influenced as he is l>yrsuch m 

ground^ likes and VdislikeSj ldc , 
and one begins to realize why^"Eng^^^^^ 

of the country or even ih adjoining^ cdmrnunitlesVm ^^6 unlikeT 

As aJ matterroT^^^f^^^^^ 

the same material may u^se such d^ 

find it difficult to beliew thatrhe w a zlessoh 

prescribed by the ^ s^^^ 

difficult to judge v/hich of the/t>vo teachers is dbing the more effective 
joK j ^ ^ ^^vT^ 1. : ; :/ :v\ ^ _ 

In spite of the difficulties presen ted^by such humaH considerations, 
most schools do attempt ta set down the English 
like to have their teachere follow, telaa'ge communi 
may be decided upon by a cdmmittee of I teachers _and_s^^ 
representing p school^^^^^ 

formally, published ^ a syllabus or course of study,^and given to 
each teacher as a guide. In smaller comm^ 

courses of study may take thevless impressive form of niimeogfaphed 
sheets, or consist isimply of verbal ag^^ 

lounge discussions (or in the: boiler room, if no provision is made 
for faculty conference—whichris often the case). 

In the main, English courses of studiy tend to be conservative, re- 
flecting the skills and materials that the be tested on, 
the textbooks in use, the vocational opportunities in the community, 
the recommendations: of authorities, aiid sources of help such as the 
National Council of Teachers of ^n^ish and other professional or- 
ganizations. /- 

Distressingly few courses of study in English show a disposition to 
experiment with recent (though not untested) materials £md methods 
of presentation. Hiis is only partly understandable, for only through 
experimentation and capitalization on new ideas and methods can 
we hope to move ahead in teaching the young more effectively. 
102 . _ 
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Actually, the school with a staff adventurous and energetic enough 
to accept the extra effort that new programs entail will come out 
ahead in most cases, bo matter how successful or unsuccessful the 
^Mdea'' jtself proves to be. Because they are traveling a new road, 
the staff is alert and enthusiastic in a way that teachers following the 
old, familiar— and often tired— routine can never be. This enthusiasm, 
communicates itself to children who, in tum^ become excited about 
^ involved in the subject; in a i^way^^ would not:: 

(in psychology rc^^^^^^ 
effect.)> It iOather suipri^^^ 
phenomenon, that mprVschoMok 

—and ejhat parents - so relentlessly fights siuch: effoSs whenv teachers 
do have the imagination mid e^^^^^ 
a condition prevailed in medicin^^^^^ 
-profiting from such discov 
saying> fonder dmgs:^L\: ?^ v^^^ : I ^ v^^v^^ ^ 

What kindiof schTO^ 
of En^ish? Cfee's^first gue^^^^^ 

community, which Has^^ a^^^ iid: better-paid staff and 

unusual resources-— a BronxviU^ 6t\ a New Trier, for 

example. But this no longer isJgenerally the case;- Ther^hpol to3ay 
that einploys new methckis is more lik^^^ the one that has 

reached; a f rustratidn point, where any thing seems^^^^ 
which obviously has inot :succeeded,r or it is the schobl fo^ 
enough to have within its staff a^^^ not 
accept the cautious pftlosbphy tfiat-the b^^^ safe and 

therefore superior way of vp not, such 

schools have the poorest equii)ment and mb^^^^ 
ground. They may jyen be city schools in;^^ neighbor- 
hoods that have been freed frohi the demaaids of the general syllabus. 

Though some schools may experiment with new^^^ as in the 

schools that are trying "structural/^ in place of tra^^ grammar, 
most experimental programs are more likely to^concentrate on new 
methods of organizing and teaching the old content. In some schools 
thc^ change is no more than that of applying methods that are new 
to the local situation but have been tried w^^^ schools elsewhere. 
In othei*s, it is the introduction of CO 

as team teaching and lay readers, for example. In other words, the 
experimentation may be: so Uinitedvaaid conservative that the com- 
munity is unaware it is happening, or it may be so radicsd that it calls 
for complete reorganization of the school's program— usually ac- 
companied by community-wide repercussions. 
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The following^ are brief descriptions of some of /the programs that 
schools in various parts of the country have set up in an effort-to 
improve the teaching of composition (in most cases, as part of the 
whole subject of English). They are of both types, conservative and 
radical. No attempt is made here to judge the strengths or weaknesses 
of these programs. Perhaps/the school your child attends is already 
tiying all or parts of these plans; perhaps it has even intrpduced 
methods not mentioned here. 
intelligentsuppoil])^^ -^^ v; ^ i 

ENGLISft ANii . . ^ 

C)neo^the^moTe; radical;^ 
liije liongra^^ school, and one of : ttie mos is the 

Melbou^e^i^ 

J3oridad^n inflte^ ^aVtraditionally 
conventional rurzd school; system forc^^ authpnties td^s^ a 
new kind of school organization in which a^ x)f intellectuail 

ability might find a challenge.> 

carded graderlevel^age^le^^ at Melbourne, stu- 

dent caii move ahead lasfast^^^^^^ 

: Students^^tenng the high^Si^ ^n^he^basi^d^na- 
tionily- standardized achievement t^^^ "phases" 
raUier^than^to grades.^^^:V^^^^^ V > -------- ^ v ^ v 

Phase 1. Subjecte are a)nc«rn^^^^ 

Phase ^2. Subjects deal^thj^basicnslc^ 

Phase -3. Subjects are designed for students seeking an Vaver- 
age" education. ^ ^ v ; ^ : 

Phase 4. Subjects are provided for students desirihg educa- 
tion in "considerable^^^ * 

Phase 5. Subjects are open only to ^students wi^^ 

responsibility for their own learning and to go be-: 
yond the boundaries of a sing^^^^^^ 

Phase 6. Tim "Quesf> phase is intended for students with 
well-developed creative talentsiwlio wish to re^^ 
a special area, either td develop creative powers or 
in quest of knowledge. A student may spend from 
one to titiree hours a dayjin Q^^ 

Phase X. Npnacademic subjects like typing and physical edu- 
cation are ungraded but also unphased. 

A student entering Melbourne Hi^ who is weak in English (pre- 
sumably including composition) enters Phase 1. He devotes two 
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hours a day instead of the usual one hour to the subject until he has 
raised himself to the standard set by the school; If his particular 
weakness is writing, for example, he spends this time in a writing 
laboratory, containing a maximum of fifteen students. Descriptions 
of the program, unfortunately, deal more fully with the handling of 
reading and literature than of composition. Presumably, composition 
in Phase 5 is a^part of the research-iwrocess and is closely integrated 
with tlwistudefit^ si>^ V^/ :^ ; 

The;p>fo]^& is notew^^ urot the importance 

of the indjvidu^, upon the W 
periqrity of "inquiry" to memorization ^^^^^^ 

lewiMxling educatioi^ activity.^^ ^ x " O 

ENGLISH \<bOMP0i^^^ ^ 1^ 

Tqrraisette 
Garpliria,;Highj&h^^ 
of this plan 

Arno Jewett, jDirectorrof theiNational EducationVAssociatidn-^Dea 
Langniuir Projecton^Imprq\^ 

This plan ^t^^^^^^^ 
by using lay readers of^^ 
who heed it, and closer integrati^^ 
subject fields; : . V V^f V: V - ^ > 

In tWsl prog^mjj each Jato^^ 
douWe periods, cach^^^^ 
teacher. "An eighth-grader, f^^ 

lish and soci^ studies; a hinth-girader, of English :m^ s^^^^ 
tenthr^ader, of English and Ai^^^ lind sp^on. In^very 

case, the teachers wort and plan together.-: ^ ^ 

Compositions are graded both by a lay reader ajid by the subject 
matter teacher, and each compdsition receives two grades— one for 
writing techhique and one for cbnte^^^ 



L- 



B. Science teacher's grade for content. / 
e. Lay reader's grade for writing perfonnan^^ or English 
teacher's evaluation. 
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From the description, one assumes that the English teacher is mainly 
responsible for instructing in technique, as well as for reading student 
papers. : - - 

InVgenerai, this program appears to put chief emphasis on tech- 
nique, which seems to mean conventional grammar, spelling, punc- 
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tuation, and on content derived largely from the other subject matter 
fields. ^ 

A GRADE 1 TO 12 INTEGRATED COMPOSITION PROGRAM 

A description in summary of the complete program in composition 
of the.San Diego Ci^^ reveals careful integration of writing 

activities^ wth^peeclt 

bahnce-l^twecn;*'creative'^ Md ej^ ^^i^am 
^sojusesT^ read^ 
^In the^leSi^ 
sioh of^c^lM^ 
aS:cWldren\^^^ 

c^rnposite ^toiy^^As^ spprSsf¥=^ 
writing sbli,^ 
helping him^^thitem^ 
is^dy iojwoA jndepe^^ 

aids.:^^ V : ^: ; ^ " : \r^^^ ^j:/^^\^^ 

In the primary^gi^s "practic^"^^^ si^rfi^experi^ 
ences as children^ w^^^ their names, adding;^ 
labeling a rack for^xollectiOT.^T^ 
ments, records pf^eve^ 
suchashcwtb|)lants^ 

^ctiyitjebeginninl^n the fir^^ ^ ^ 

''Greatiye'^ writing^^s^^e^^ ftqm the \^rjr^eg^ 
program;as groups wor^^^ 

is frequently ps^^^ (^i the jfirst day 

^e teacher mighf:read^ st<^;p ji^filmslripSfnteres^^ 
and pictuie words ar^ recorded oh the chalkboard^^^^a^^ children discuss 
the story. On the second day the words are reviewedVarid the dis- 
cussion continued as the Jea^^^^ 

sui)jectxof the storjMor ffimstripj^hile^th^^ the^ picture, the 
children think about what they might writ^^ 
given for the children to write; and their stories aire colleded by the 
teacher. Before the third day, the teacher re^^^ and plans 

a period in which cWldren proofread and evaluate their w 
are^yen an opportunity to revise their stones; 
^ In the upper cljement^ary grades, ^1^^^ instruction is con- 

tinued. Here the aihi is to stimulate: a flow instilled 
writing, emphasizing content first andsthen^^ f Other kinds of 
practical expository witing are alsorencdurage^d such :as;preparing an 
explanation for a science display. ^Notetaking and outlining are two 
skills included in the curriculum, and proof reading by jAest^ 
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his own work is emphasized as a part of the program in teaching 
usage and mechanics of writing. _ 

In the personal writing program for older elementary school 
children, an attempt is made to establish a classroom atmosphere 
conducive to releasing creative abilities. The teacher takes time to 
note novel, fresh, or unusual jncidents. He also tries to build a feeling 
for Th)^ni in language, lencouraging: natural expression- ^ much 
as ppssible .^^^^F^ 
publishes an aniiuai-crea^ 

elementaSy^schod c^ v 1 ^ 

In the secondj^^ 
language arts progr^^^^ 
through literature, exp^^ 
discussion, and finaJly synthesire^^ 
ences. Both practicaljMid creatiy^^ 
the pro^:am^the emphasis 
Laj^ readers are dm^^^^^ 
be^eyaluatediiby vani^a^^^ 
developinent of writing skills that^^^^ 

cation, and the stimulation^ intellectual curiosity and ^critic^ 
thinking. 7^ \^ 7^^^^^ ; 
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raE LA>K>yAGE-EXPE^^ ^ 7 

SA>J DIEGO ^^OUh^ SCmOl$^^^^^^ T : 7 ^ 

Chapters 1 and v2 referred i to: the w^^^ l^guage- 
experience program, which is beingTexperimi^^^^^^ with 
"traditipnaj^^^ moreiprevaient: w^ 

arts. Children using the language-experience istart their 

writing activities early in first grade, with the^eachera^^^ 

tary tb individuals and groups who interests 

and intriguing experience. The chi^ to use manuscript 

writing at the same- time and are soon able to7 copy part:or of 

what the teacher has written down. They^^^a^^^^ 

words thit are used so that such words cm correotly as 

soon as independeht writing begins. . _ 

From the beginning, these pupiMtdated sentences and stories are 
the basis for reading lessons.^ K children in the language- 

experience program write b^^ read. Actually, all the En^ish 

language arts mbve>along tp^^^^ 

and read as part of one c soon 
includes easily reaH trade books^ 7 : 
y/henever individual stories a^^^ the teacher, the children 
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not occupied in such dictation are drawing or painting large illustra- 
tions, which will accompMy the stpty that has been or soon will be 
dictated. Similar Ulustrative activities accompany independent writing 
at later stages. The four comp^^^ that follow were written as 
children wer6 learning to use^ cursive handwriting instead of the 
earlier^maniiscript-1^^^^^^^ 
; repoft;^a^Ai^ 

^zard He - lives in the. Mbjave Desert? 

is white and black and many other/colors too. ^^^^ 
^.fatJ)od>^and a vefy little^ail; ^ ^^s^^^ 

, A child%Brier 
Vtrfct, cc^ 

school is;a harbprvfull of gent 
yacht club andfthe playground is the sea: All the b^^^ 
catchme.^ t : : r ^ ^ : - • i \ : : \ ; / r ----- 

V ^Tv^o other jdiildren g the^sMneVsch 
questions, which thejfwp^ 

Where is I^iy^lind^^ }: / 
- Pver-thc rnweadb^ : ; ^ ? 

, : bi^n^he^trc^r^^^^^^^^^^ ; - ^ 

, In^he:nw>onlight? / ^ [ 

OrJnadrcam?? 
: V In a hole? ' 

* ;^ (fciinh^all?. ; ; - 

: f ? / Or maybe? " v - / ^ 

>Any place at all!2^ ; 

One girl, while not inclined to rhyme, made her vivid contribution 
to the Brier Patch's booklet. No. 3. ^_}:-^ -^ ^ 

A summer night brings m<wnlight down by the v^lcyra^^^^ 
its splendor over the lakes^ hills and sew. t^^^ 
as a plane goes by. As I lie in my bed and look out my window, 
I hear people walk by an^: their sha^^^ shine merrily.^ " : 

i From Afy Pencil is a Sailing Ship, a publication of the Brier Patch Sdiool 
in the La, Mesa-Spring Valley Schbol District, U Mesa, Califoraia. Used ^^^^^ 
permission of the District, David p. Pascoe, assistant superintendent, instruc- 
Uon, and Nancy L. Ix«ds, Teacher-Enrichment Curriculum Depigment. 

^Ibid. y ; _ V ^/%; /v y r^r y j - 

^ From All A bocu^d for Poetry Volume II!, a publication of the Brier 
Patcb School in the La Meia-Sprihg Villey School District, La Mwa/ Cali- 
fornia. Used by pennission of the DisUi^t, David D. Pawoc, assistant superin- 
tendent, inslructioiv and . Nancy L. Leeds, Tcachei-£nrichmcnt Curriculum 
Dcpwlnicnt; ------- -----r-: --: - --- 
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SMALLER CLASSES AND LIGHTER LOAD FOR 

ENGLISH TEACHERS 1 

One program that has taken seriously the recommendations of 
James B. Coriant, the National Council of Teachers of English, and 
other professionall^^^ 
writing isao be imprb^ 

daily must acWeve a more fea^ that of the Pittsbu 

Publi^Schools. V ^ ~_ - : > V - ^^ : " :~ : -: - 

: fhie reduction of each English teacher's assignment to four classes/ 
totalmg no more than 100 pupils, with a "the^ addidbn. 
\o a regular preparati<m period, soon;: brought p^ results: 
Frequent departiflerital meetin 

parisons of ;composifions, numerous sheets of mimebgfaphed ma- 
terials, and the use of audiovisual aids, have produced an: English^ 
fdepartmeiital: splidarity-and a continuity of teaching; and learning 
processes thatiare producing lk)th teacher and pupil improvement 
m writing.^ A ; -y"-y : ' ' 

Westinghouse High School, which eiirolk 
its new English program in 1958. As part of its plan, 100. of the 
most able students are arbitrarily assigned to special classes. Teacher 
committees Work out units and lists of suggested activitif s for the 

wholegrOUp. ^ \ }^ = ^ jr^/^^ 

A course in grammar accompanied the assignments^^^ an 
isolated body of instruction, but as:an instrument guide fo^^^ 
the various tools for which are utilized in each ^theme problem. This 
integration of grammar with composition constitutes, perhaps, a 
unique contribution of the program to the general methodolo^ of 
instruction in English.^ 

Because the reduction in English teacher loads to 100 students 
daily makes it practicable, this plan places a major ei^^^ 
theme-a.\yeek writing. Nine English teachers were added to the staff 
to make this possible. English teachers meet during tVieir theme-read- 
ing * " * 



a common room to grade and discuss student 
compositions. I 

Westinghouse High School is the second largest high schoor in 
Pittsburgh, and it has a high percentage of Negro students, A similar 

Point of View:' The Engiish Program at Westinghouse 
^/^/i 5cW/, Pittsburgh Schools, XXXVI (January, April 1962), p. 153. 
Rcpnntcd by permission of Pittsburgh Public Schools^^^ 

Organization," T/zip English Program at Westinghouse 
High School, ibid. _ : _ _ . . .. 
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program was instituted in 1962 in Peabodjr High School, the second- 
ary high school with the second highest percentage of college-bouad 
students in the city. ' 

A TEACHER-WRITTEN HANDBOOK FOR i 

WRITTEN COMPOSITION^ > V ' 

^^^mb«s/Qf the5^ 
mitt^e met from 496^^^ 
and wdrked^individu^^^^^^^^ 
^fbr winUten 1^ 
The handlTopk pres^ 
writing, descnp^^^^^^ 
and the writing oftbus^^^^^ 

^e^iral^^udent the^acheH, fipWeVer,^^n^ 

as a pfes<^bed syflabu^ of ideas /and infonnation, 

with the su^estio^^^^^ 

provided in whatever wa^^seemf mos^ advantageous: to a particular 
class of imyyiduair v ^ ^ : - W 

ThVhbpe of the^^W^^ 
will be considered a mbdef insofar such practicesT as the following are 
concerned-^ / > > V ; V r 

yigp^ous^ wellrorganized te^^^^ cpmpositLon. o 

Teaching of basic princ 

Thorough teacWng p^^ is begun. 

Use of the class pen^ 

Actiyeisupervisio^ : 

Student evaluation of one andther'^ papers, according to estab- 
lished criteria. ^ _ - ' ^ 

Proofreading by the student of his own w^^ 

Gon^elatibn/ot the teaching ot s^^^ and usage with 

the teaching of written composition. v " 

Basic to the program presented in the handbook are the beliefs 
that specific attention to organization and detail will result in im- 
proved writing and that this emphasis wil^^^^^ 
creativity: Furtfier, Jt s^^ 

structure are best acquirj^ by the student when "emphasized and used 
in sp^i% assignments according to ; r 

COMPOSITION IN A SCkobL FOR, ThIe GIFTED. ^^^^^^^V 

Hunter College^High^^i^^ 
who are, drawn from ail! of the public, pnv^te, and parochialVschobls 
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of New York City, the median IQ of its 1,150 students, grades 7 to' 
12, is between 145 and 150, and more than 98 per cent of the girls 
enter college. ^ 

The unique feature of the writing program, which places a heavy 
emphasis upon both creative and closely analytic writing, is that there 
is hp formal program. One of^the^c hief qualifications for hiring staff 
members is evidence that they teve h 

written 5ngli jh. Each teacher- is then ^given complete Ireedbm :to 
approach the teaching of | comppsition (and all other asp^cts^^ o^^^ 
English) according to lis, particular talents^^ and ipWlbsophy^^to 
allot the expository writihg^ows^^ 

of = liter ature. The rationSe f^^^^^ "nbnprpgram-'^s^^^^^^ that 

good writing is^^^possible only 

sound thinking develops ^ 

the day-tOHday use of the mind in d 

experiences, and values; presented in gobd^U ' : ^ 

Concurrent with classrcwm practice in^^^^^^^^^ 
department as a wlK>le carries bn a^continu|ng campaign tb enco 
self-initiated writing. Each Vyear, for example^ aischoblwide "Writers' 
Workshop" is organized. During the week of the workshop, teachers 
of all courses sure invited to carry on writing prbjcscts of a creaffve 
nature related;totharsubject.^^p^^ 

journalists, and advertising writers arliSvited to cbm^e to t^^^^ 
$scuss infomally with sm^d 
use smd the problems they face 

oppbrtunities leads to a heayyi outpouring: of indepeAd^ writing. 

Such a prpi^am is probably possible only witfr are 
highly verbal by nature and ai'efstronj^y motivated to develpp their 
exceptional talents. Such students, it is assumed, need to be given 
every opportunity to accept pBreonar respbnsi^^^ developing 
clarity and style. ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 

A careful observer may have npticed that there is a good deal of 
overlapping among these various programs: Even the most unusual 
shares some common characteristics^ with the mOTe xpnventional. 
English w En^ish, after aU, np matter how it is taught. At tte 
time, a fair-minded observer cain hardly help concluding that there is 
more than bne way tp approach this complex problem-^^^ 
young to express themselves more effectively in the difficult medium 
of written English. For this very re^^ 

sympathetic Avith and nbt blincUy cn^^ their schoof if its English 
staff makes an effort- to imprpve its teaching of comppsition-^ven 
when the effort appears, on the surface at least,' unorthpdox. 
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This bopk Has discu ssed the more important aspects ofcthe teachin g 

of composition in the schools today. Along the way, it has also tried 

to drop {iinte of ways in which: you r as a parentr can^te^ 

dren in- their eftorts: to acquire skill in^ tfiis^^^ 

process. Now in summary;: perHaps a: lis^ steps thaf you 

can take to help your son orJaughter to becbme a^^b^^^^^ 

orders : v v ^ ' ^ v - ^ : : ^ 

Many; of you are iprobably^ only too willing to admit that^you had 
too Jittle composition tfairiihg ^^y^^^ 
your children in any direct >ya^^^^^ 

(or have leanied it the hard way, since) find that your children, are 
not especially receptive to your suggestions : and ^ advice , especially 
after they have reached the age; of ten" or elev^ of 
English, r>vhether at th^ 
better able tten you toihandl^ 

composition— though it must be admitted that a ^obd many teachers 

are not as wdl trained for thisVparticulial^r resf^^ they should 

be. Still, if the child hVs any disposition or^ability t^^ learn, the teacher 

is, psychologically at least, in a better p^^^^ to motivate and guide 

the development of writing skill. 

^ But no matter-how effective the teacher may be, ^^t 

escape completely all reponsibility, nor does the wise parent want to.: 

Here then are some of the ways in which you; assuming you are of the 

latter group, can be of real help, primarily to your children but also 

to the school in its efforts to teach them to become more competen 

writers; . - ^ : , 

1. Encourage your child to verbalize — to express his ideas both 
in speech and writing— beginning the earliest possible age^ The 
old admonition that "a child should be seen and not heard" may have 
produced more peaceful families in the old days (though this has 
iiever be^ri proved) , biit it certainly must have robbedfcountless gen- 
erations of children of invaluable experience 
Acknowledging that there are other factors to be considered, normally 
112 : , - / "V . - 
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the family in which the child is encouraged to "speafc his piece" is 
likely to be happier and; in the long run, to produce the more.eff^tive 
and literate adults. We do not refer here, of course, to meanin^ew 
babbling or to rude interruption, but to the verbalization of ideas that 
are important to the child, his family, and indirectly to the culture. 
In this ^^nncction^ you i>^^ 
between ^he^*meaningless^^ 
always easy ./Thctparent/ s 
sixr or the iixteen-year-^^^^ 
sbc7year-old^. J['ime and maturity ;h 

Ipolcdiflferent! v -^^^^ ^^^ X i ^ < - 

2/. Be a syrnpath^^^ 
When^^r^chnd 
Ulow torthinfcthat^p 
ttough;jthe -fa^ 

bspeci^ly for younger childre^ 
audience. Nqthiiig^is probab^^ 
parents than a child wh^^^ 
tpycbnditions that have^noT c 
it should.never result froim a ifiild^ 
welcome, that his Enj^ish ^^ 

an; utter disappointmentyto^ his ^paren ^/^^ I: ^ 

: 3 . X^reate in your child/an interest^ 
c^l attention to word^^^^^^ 
ticularly: interesting^ if^^^^^^^^^ 
constantly in opnary cdnvers^^^^^^ 
to-may-to, but we all say^o-mah-to?"), on 

and programs ("Why do things taste good like they should?"), and in 
newspapere and books. >yhen a child becomes curious about words 
as such,,his vocabulary w^^ 

Educational word games suchlas fe^^ may help 

too, and older children will be intrigueid by the crossword puzde. 
Incidentally, the parent who has himself never paid much attention to 
"words" may reap an unexpected rbonus^^ 
never too old to Ieam. _^^ ? - l ^ 

4. From the time he be^^ observe 
and report accurately the^ )^^^^ 

more important to him through all of hisiHfe than- tfc. Yeti do not 
forget that not all children are equally endowed. In his efforts to 
verbaUM his worid, a cW 

pobr vision, color: bUndness, tone deafness^ orrahy qn^^^^^^^ 

of other senses deficiencies; In orie way j^r Motte usually? 
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compensates for such deficiencies, but in any case a child should 
neither be expected to perform the impossible nor should he usually 
be "babied" because or his deficiencies. Unless the problem is clearly 
organic, he can and should be expected to improve, though one child 
may not develop as or ^ fast as another. Nevc^^^ 
compaie the j)erf prm^ 

perience, Uie r^^ 

(Ot new£won|^a^ 

mainly OT imh^^^ ysentence patterns and 

para^aphirig of a g^iM^ 

^wntihg.^uty^gpbd*' writir^ ^dassics^VJ^amil^ 
\iarity^ithlth(5^ting;o^ 

and others^Mnpt help ren^^^^ 

gocrfcoiitemporarj^wn 

must spe^and^w^^ 

hairf^experienw 

available, the vicanous ex^^^ arid 

television: (irif^OHd^ 

can afford e^te^^^^ 

but if they put their minds^t^^^^^ 

theirfxhildren^with an 

museums,:^state and_ nationdop^ 

-^yery section pf^^tiie country -has culforaJ^^^a^^^^ 

or another to offer. Such exf^^^^ 

spectives, if he has been alerted an imfKjrtarit factor in the 

growth of his^ocabiHa^ ^ V . 

T. Insist on "red'^ Jetter writing,^^^ 
One of the commonetst and; m6st important writing activities that 
adulte engage in is letter writing, both sc«^^ 
schopls spend considerable time of letters, they find it 

difficult to set up practicf^l^^^^^ 

meaning for the student. Yet most homes and families offer many 
opportunities for children to write friendly letters, invitations, thank- 
you nc^es, business letters of order an^^^ 
to livinj^people and have a gcnuin^^^^ 

off or neglect entirely.this important avenue of qommunic^tiori, largely 
because the habit of. letter writirig^^ implanted in their school 

experience sid not encouraged at home 

i. SeiS that such b^^ hand as paper, 

pencil, pen, or typemiter,:a miting d^ and a reliable. 
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up-tchdat€ dictionary. Most important, of course, is having a place 
available in the home where your child Cian write (or complete his 
other studies) undisturbed by family activitier^ television, and assorted 
other distractions. Such a place should be well supplied with paper 
suitable for both rough and final drafts, and with writings implements. 
Typing is not required in most schools and colleges, but a child who 
can use a typewriter- has certain adyahtages over his ridntyping classr 
mates, even if he practices only the "hunt:and peck" system. Not oriy 
do neatly typed papers put the reader in a more receptive: frame of 
mind, but the writer Wmself; is better able to judge his work if it is 
in the form of print rather than in Qie longhand that is often difficult 
for even the one who wrote it tovdecipher. : 

Special note must be taken here of the importance of a reliable, 
up-to-date dictionary. No book is more ^generally useful to the edu- 
cated person at every age th^ the dictioriai^^ For a .writer it is 
indispensable, and its use must be made habitual, starting in child-* 
hood. Yet many homes have no dictionary at all, or at best have only 
a ragged "antique" or a "supermarket special" dictionary for the 
family to use. 

Any dictionary is of course better than none. But today there are 
good dictionaries for every age and purpose easily available. There 
are dictionaries for the elementary, for the intermediate, for the high 
school, and for the college student. There are even inexpensive paper- 
back editions of some good dictionaries. Unabridged dictionari^ 
the most complete of all; however, they are not ordinarily the most 
usable kinds, nor do most modern homes have space in which to store 
them. For most purposes (for meaning, pronunciation, spelling, and 
word division), a good high school or collegiate level dictionary is of 
most use to children at the secondary level. 

9. Don*t do your child's writing or revising for him. It would be 
ridiculous to think that normally concerned parents never give help 
to their children when they can. This Help may or may not be neces- 
sary, but if given, it should at least be offered inductively. If you 
want to be helpful, don't tell your child to "put in a comma here" or 
"capitalize that word." Instead, be inductive. Ask questions that will 
force your child to think out his problems for himself. "Should there 
be some kind of punctuation here?" or "Is that the right spelling?" 
You may advisedly work closely with your first- or second-grade 
child and give considerable help in planning and in spelling, but 
remember that a child who always has a parental crutch to rely on 
will be a long time in accepting responsibility for his own writing, 
even as an adult* 
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10. Be an example to your child— be honest: in writing, dis- 
courage plagiarism, however innocent. Even more reprehensible than 
doing your child's writing for him is encouraging him to pass off 
other people's writing as his own. Before the law, this practice is con- 
sidered a crime equal to that of taking another person'.s money or 
property. Each year the sponsors of both local and nationally signifi^ 
cant writihg contests are plagued by jdishonest entries. 'Because^ 
person has read everything that hrs tMeen written plagiarisms 
are sometimes hard for judges to detect^ In one unfortunate case,, a 
boy plaqed first in a national fiction contest To the chagrin of the 
judges and the disgrace to the boy, his teacher, arid his school, half 
a year later a dentist from the opposite end of the country reported 
to the contest sponsors Jhat he recognized the story as one that had 
appeared^/reen yeaw 6e/ore in a little-kndwri magazine. The case 
was particularly regrettable because the writer happened to be a 
brilliant student who was quite capable of writing a stoiy even better 
than the one he chose to steal. 

A teacher can explain the morality involved in the act of plagiarism 
and thus may keep most student writers from making innocent mis- 
takes. But he cannot control deliberate dishonesty. A child's char- 
acter, after all, is basically the responsibility of the^ parents. 

11. Don*t ridicule or condemn the teacher in the child's presence. 
In English more than in any other subject, your child's success may 
be affected by his confidence in the teacher. Not all teachers, admit- 
tedly, are equally able or well trained (nor are all doctors, lawyers, 
and automobile mechanics, for that matter!). Thus, when a child is 
assigned fo a teacher who seems for one reason or another less effec- 
tive than most, your adverse criticism at the family supper table can 
only weaken your child's confidence in his teacher. Certainly such 
behind-the-scenes quarterbacking will not help the teacher to become 
a better teacher, however much you may desire it. If you have a com- 
plaint, discuss it first with the teacher. 

12. Don*t demand the impossible of your child: be realistic about 
his capabilities. Educationally, it is as dangerous to demand too much 
as it is not to demand enough. If the English program is shallow and 
unchallengtng, your child will find it dull and unrewarding. He will 
respond witn a minimum investment of his ability. On the other hand, 
to set goals that are clearly impossible for him to attain is to invite 
disaster. Whatever the field of human endeavor, nothing succeeds like 
success— or at least the possibility of success. Common sense tells us 
not to waste time trying to accomplish the impossible; an old folk 
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saying, in fact, advises, "Don't bang your head against a stone wall." 

Many parents, unfortunately, find it difficult or they- literally refuse 
to assess realistically their child's capabilities, They demand that he 
be assigned to an advanced placement class, for example, when he 
is doing his very best in a regular English class. They make the child's 
life and their own miserable driving to get Jiim into Ivy University 
when the child's inclinations, test scores, and academic performance 
generally indicate to the unbiased that his only chance for satisfaction 
and success lies in the less demanding (tut for him more suitable) 
program of an intellectually less exacting school. 

The skills of English are basic :to a child's success at air grade 
levels, especially the skills of reading and writing. If a parent is not 
able to judge for himself his child's proficiency with these skills, then 
he certainly should be willing to share the school's (that is, the 
English teacher's) professional judgment in the matter. In turn, the 
school has its solemn responsibility to determine, as accurately as it is 
possible to do, the child's potentialities. One baffling and constantly 
recurring question to teachers is "How much and what kind of com- 
position training is actually necessary for these children?" 

13. Be encouraging and, if possible, constructive in commenting 
on your child's writing. Resist the easy temptation to point out, first 
of all, his spelling, punctuation, or other mechanical errors. Begin 
instead with a favorable comment about his ideas, remembering that 
they should be judged again according to the writer's age and maturity 
level, not according to your own. Your purpose, bear in mind, is not 
to impress on the child how much he doesn't know, nor is it to 
impress upon him how much more you know than he does. 

Your purpose is, or should be, to add to your child's self-confidence 
as a writer— to encourage him to want to go on writing down his ideas 
for you and others to read. For many children at the elementary level, 
a bulletin board, hung in a moderately conspicuous place in the home, 
may serve to bring their composition work to the attention of the 
entire family. Once you have established a good writer-audience 
relationship with your child, then the way may be clear to make 
occasional suggestions about the mechanical flaws in his writing. 

It is only fair to note at this point that some parents and children, 
for reasons that have nothing to do with writing or the study of 
English, may never achieve this kind of favorable relationship. In 
fact, where teenagers are involved, lack of communication betweei. 
parent and child is possibly a more normal state of affairs than not! 
At least a part of this trouble may stem from the parents' failure to 
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set up a trunk line early enough. The child who begins early in his 
elementary years to view his parents as an understanding and enthusi- 
astic audience is not as likely to shut them off when he slips into 
adolescence. - ~ 

In making these suggestions, we are fully aware that parents who 
achieve a 100 per cent batting average in applying them successfully 
must be paragons— and probably ha^ 

with! All we can say at this point is that the closer you come to 
practicing the suggestions offered in this chapter, the ihore Kelpfur 
you win be to your child— and to the school in which, after all, the 
responsibility rests for helping to make him a more competent writer^ 
Needless to say, the corollary is also true. Your failure to take an 
active interest in his writing may not block your child from becoming 
a competent writer, biit jt certainly won't make the road easier for 
him. 
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